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Guidelines for Contributors

QUEST is now accepting articles and original works of art for
consideration.
Student submissions must include the name and recommendation of a
faculty sponsor who can vouch for its quality. In order to submit an
article, an original piece of creative writing, or an original work of art
for consideration, please send the following to Dr. Ryan Spangler
(ryanspangler@creighton.edu), editor of QUEST. The deadline for all
submissions is May 15, 2021:
•

Cover page with the a) title, b) name of submitter, c) name of
institution, d) area of study, e) name of faculty sponsor

•

Second page should include an abstract of no more than 500
words. For original works of writing or art, please submit a
brief description of the work

•

Third and all ensuing pages should omit the name of the
submitter from the article or original work of art for
consideration

•

Complete bibliography/works cited page (if applicable)

•

Brief letter/email from faculty sponsor indicating support for
the submission
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JELLYFISH AND ISOLATION:
A CONNECTION TO COVID-19
Mikayla Warrick
Creighton University

I painted this Atlantic Sea Nettle, native to the East Coast, a few
months ago as part of a series of jellyfish paintings. At the time, it was
an experiment in colors, a challenge to balance the vibrant hues of the
jellyfish to the darker, empty sea and evolved as a multimedia project
using acrylic paint and white gel pen, along with stacked paint for
texture in the oral arms of the jellyfish and splattering technique used
for the algae. Little did I realize how much it would come to the
surface of my mind when the COVID-19 pandemic hit like a snowball
to the face. Jellyfish have always seemed lonely to me, beautiful but
drifting aimlessly through the ocean. Larger jellyfish such as this sea
nettle are solitary and rarely seen in groups. They float, seemingly
distanced from other life, and this connected strongly to what seems
to be a shared feeling of loneliness brought about by the necessary
self-isolation. When COVID-19 hit, life turned upside down, students
were uprooted from their everyday college lives, parents, aunts,
uncles, and grandparents lost jobs as the economy shut down and
everyone had to rapidly adjust to a new way of life. Some people were
lucky enough to have healthy family situations to be welcomed back
into, but many others were left to reel in this unprecedented
pandemic by themselves, and this loneliness flooded the internet. Just
like the jellyfish, people are feeling unmoored, adrift in a current that
they have no control over and heading towards an uncertain future.
The jellyfish itself is decorated with forceful hues of magenta and
rose, much like how many tried to continue posting bright and
positive messages on social media in attempts to drown out feelings
of sorrow and loss, but the tentacles tell another story: they fade to an
almost translucent white, becoming the dark blue of the ocean. So
many loved ones were lost to the virus, mental illness soared along
with an inability to help them, and devastating loss was felt around
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the world. The blue of the ocean darkens into a near black, and the
only companions the jellyfish has are small specks of white algae
brightened by light from a surface far above. This may seem grim, but
the jellyfish will maintain its bright colors no matter the depth of the
sea, and people, like the jellyfish, will continue to move against the
current towards a brighter future.
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YO SOY CHICANO
Efren García
Creighton University

The following poem describes the author's heritage of being Chicano
(Mexican-American) and being a child of immigrants. The author
utilizes his experiences and education to bridge the two cultures of his
Latino roots and American life. He highlights the struggles of modern
and historical systematic oppression of immigrants in the U.S. as well
as the struggles of finding the balance of cultures within himself.
Finally, the author expresses gratitude for the seed of culture and
opportunity given to him from history and his parents.
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YO SOY CHICANO

This is a message to all my paisanos.
The blood that flows through me is Mexicano.
My parents left their land to be Americanos,
To live a dream, for their children.
(What flows in my genes is immigration)
Doing with no formal education
Leaving it all for a nation
That sees them as a burden
Little do they know, it made me more determined to succeed
But that is my ambition— my American seed.
With low wages, no sick days, health for them isn’t guaranteed.
My family’s existence could be stripped away any day.
My mom earned her residency, yet they call me an anchor baby
I think about this daily, the thought of a raid terrifies me.
For too long I’ve been afraid to speak ¡pero ya no!, It’s a need.
They want to oppress us, to have us forget our forsaken,
To possess us in concentration camps called detention centers
A nightmare used to form a white man’s pension
Where my people, my brothers, sisters
are distressed and abused in cages
Forced hysterectomies, family separations, all the trauma and pain.
My brain is confused: why are we the accused criminals?
Used as an agenda for a political campaign, how cynical!
You can call us extreme but can you imagine the rage we suppress?
I want to scream my heart out; is this our land of the free?
From what it seems: it’s a part of the bigger crime scheme in history,
We have always been treated as less,
What is the explanation for this modern
horrifying Mexican Repatriation?
In case it wasn’t mentioned in our American history,
A discriminatory mass deportation
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of millions of Mexicans immigrants,
even birthright citizens in the 1930s
blamed for economic issues—justification for racism,
does this sound familiar?
The U.S. has never apologized for this ethnic cleansing.
So when we look back, will this vile atrocity, ever be addressed?
What an unending mess.
All this has shaped my identity,
made me realize the real oppression begins within.
I questioned my value.
The most shameful reality of my roots
was that my Spanish was broken
despite my parents both only knowing Spanish.
I don’t how to explain this type of pain but I,
Too Americanized to be a prideful Mexican within my peers,
Having to speak it or admit I wasn’t best, was my greatest fear.
I didn’t grow up en el rancho— I’ve never even been to Mexico.
When I came to Creighton—
I was as Mexican as it got, but afraid of discrimination.
I desired to get closer to my family roots than to try to fit in.
With my opportunity for education,
I stepped up to build the bridge of my two cultures,
my two streams of identities.
Now I have grown into a tree
with the fountain of information as a first-generation student
From history to law to politics —
I needed to quench this desire to learn
To provide for my family,
to be there for my people,
to stand up for them.
That is my fire.
I saw my people in orange jumpsuits and shackles
in immigration court
Innocent people who put everything on the line
to achieve an American dream for their families—
The stream of tears that stabbed my heart as I looked them in the eyes
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and knew that could’ve been me, my mom, my dad…
I could never deny the culture I am given
and forever swear to do all that I can for my family, my people.
Y con las fuerzas que habita en mi sangre si se pudo,
“Mírame ya mami, te puedo explicar las cosas que nadie le explicó”
I can tell my parents it’s okay to have mental health disorders —
people, no son locos
The history of our people, government, disparities,
toxic masculinity, el machismo
Most importantly, I can tell you how much I love you
in different ways —
les quiero más cada segundo que tengo con ustedes.
For if it is not old age that takes you, I fear my government will.
This is not for attention,
but to explain the tension within me,
the first step in fighting systematic oppression
that can exist within me.
I am the spirit of Pancho Villa, Cesar Chavez,
Dolores Huerta, Frida Kahlo.
I am the countless families forever lost
in their journey to where I am now
Yo soy chicano y yo tengo una voz
Por los sacrificios de mi gente en la historia,
y de mis padres.
Yo soy la manifestación de sus sueños.
I am Mexican, I am American —
Yo soy Chicano
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COFFEE WITH CREAM:
GROWING UP BIRACIAL WITH
LATINA AND AMERICAN IDENTITIES
Sofia Deatherage
Creighton University

When Mom told me I should fill out “Hispanic” on those
standardized test sheets, I did as I was told. Around 4th grade I
started questioning if I could really do that though. I would ask her,
“Mom, are you sure I’m allowed to fill that in? Isn’t that kind of
cheating? María Sofía,” she’d respond, using my full name to
emphasize her seriousness, “You are Hispanic. So you fill out
Hispanic.” “I’m half Hispanic,” I’d mutter, unable to hide my
skepticism of her claim. “You came out of a Mexican womb, sweetie,
you’re a full Mexican. No digas esas tonterías. Don’t say foolish things
like that.”
Growing up, I’d often question my cultural identity in this way.
My “halfness” confused me. What roles did my white and Mexican
cultures play in my life? This autoethnographic project explores a few
of my life experiences that illustrate my identity crisis as half-Latina
and half-White. Young describes the “doubleness” of two emerging
“voices” that often ping-pong back and forth in the minds of those
who identify as biracial.1 Those caught in the middle of this conflict
may choose to respond differently to the question of selfidentification. My perspective of identity, though different from
others, can hopefully illuminate the internal struggles of those with
conflicting cultural or racial identities and their interactions with the
rest of their community. Through my own experiences, I hope to
Stephanie L. Young, "Half and Half: An (Auto)ethnography of
Hybrid Identities in a Korean American Mother-Daughter
Relationship." Journal of International and Intercultural Communication 2,
no. 2 (2002): 141.
1
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comfort and connect to other biracial people who feel similarly
conflicted in their daily lives. I offer a new perspective to those who
hold a singular identity or feel secure in their identity.
This essay narratively retells personal stories from my life that
capture my experience as a biracial young adult. I separated this work
into three main sections that depict the conflict, struggle, and
resolution throughout my life regarding my identity in a nonchronological sequence of stories. At the end of the piece I use
literature to connect my own stories to the overarching experience of
biracial identity in the hopes of connecting with others who share this
experience.
Coffee with Cream
Bitter and brown
It goes down
The throat with difficulty
Stains the mouth
With a bold residue
An unwanted aftertaste
Not like cream
Sweet and sensational
So it would seem
Refreshing, familiar
A preferred taste
So fair
An easy flavor
Stirred up by
A passionate punch
I look at myself
A blend of bitter and sweet is what I see
Not brown
Not white
My coffee with cream.
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-Sofia Deatherage, 2016
Legado Latino
This is it, I think to myself. This is where I start over. This is where I’ll
get back on track, where I’ll find what I’ve been looking for. THIS HAS TO
BE IT.
This is the mantra I chant in my head as I shuffle to the other side
of the empty, echoey hallway 15 minutes after school ended. My
backpack, ready to burst like the fattened sacrificial calf from the
PowerPoint presentation in my Comparative Religions class that day,
was starting to leave indentations in my shoulders. Every step I take is
another burst of energy expended from carrying my loaded backpack,
lead block of a saxophone case, and empty yet cumbersome lunchbox
to the other side of campus to reach my final destination. My breath
shallow, my mind racing about what will happen when I finally get
there. The journey feels longer and more arduous than usual. The
weight of my baggage bears down on my weak freshman frame that
cannot andle another agonizing step.
At last, I arrive with 10 minutes to spare, as is freshman custom.
Wiping the sweat from my forehead I take a deep breath and mentally
prepare myself. I hesitantly peek into the room selected to host the
first of many Legado Latino meetings. Having not taken a Spanish
language class yet, the room feels foreign. The colorful map of Mexico
displayed on the far wall, the sombrero perched on the back desk, the
Spanish alphabet advocating for the existence of “ñ” as a letter, and
the massive “BIENVENIDOS” scrawled on the board in fancy letters
send a cool wave of relief and familiarity over my weary self. A stout,
wise looking woman with rhinestone glasses and an earthy, flowy
skirt sits at her desk in the back corner. Her eyes are fixed on the
handwriting she has to decipher from that day’s Spanish quiz.
“Hola,” I manage to croak out, shifting into my Spanish accent
after a long day of English speaking.
“Ah, bienvenida! Qué tal? Tu eres un freshman?” It takes me a few
seconds to adjust but my brain catches up to the language that my
mouth is trying to speak.
“Hola Señora! Me llamo Sofia, si, soy un freshman. ¿Éste es Legado
Latino?” I ask, knowing full well this is the right room for Legado
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Latino, yet asking anyways because I’m such a paranoid little
freshman.
“¡Sí sí! Soy Señora, mucho gusto! ¡Siéntate, agárrate un pedazo de pan
de dulce! ¡Vamos a empezar muy pronto!” Upon her suggestion I look
across the room to the pile of pan de dulce, traditional sweet Mexican
bread with sugar, and without a second thought grab a piece, already
feeling more at home. It’s probably no surprise that I settle myself in
the back of the room, releasing the weight of my $15,000 education
from my shoulders as I sling it off my back and onto the floor. I plop
down, take a deep breath, and tear into the bread. The crumbly
powder from the Pepto-pink sugar sprinkles all over the desk. When
it vanishes and I am left with grainy fingers, I begin to get up to grab
another, when a girl in a high ponytail and a tall boy in a soccer jersey
saunter in. They’re both dark-haired, dark-skinned, dark-eyed. Two of
the first Mexicans I’ve met so far at my high school.
“Hey, I’m Maya, this is Andrés. We’re the club leaders, it’s good
to have you here!” She exclaims in a peppy voice. Andres gives a
slight head nod.
I thank them from my little corner and go back to contemplating
whether or not I should grab another piece of bread. Just then a
swarm of Latinos fills the room with quick-paced Spanish chatter and
brown bodies. I decide to stay right where I am. Why do I suddenly
feel so small? I never feel quite this minuscule in a room full of
English speakers, I’d grown so accustomed to it.
Does everyone here speak Spanish? Are the meetings in Spanish? Will I
be able to keep up? What if I embarrass myself if I try to communicate in
Spanish?
Within a few Mexican-minutes the bread disappears. The front
rows become occupied with lively Latino students, and Carmen starts
waving animatedly to get everyone’s attention.
“Okay guys, welcome to the first Legado Latino meeting!”
Whoops and shouts ensue.
“We’re going to go over some of the events we want to do this
year. Starting with a Mexican Independence Day celebration and Dia
de los Muertos in October. . .”
As she speaks side conversations bubble among the other
members. Friend groups already seem to exist within the realm of this
space I had thought would’ve been fair game. Conversations in
Spanish and English whirl around in my mind. Phrases from both
15

languages pound against my head as my brain tries to decipher the
barrage of words rushing past me. The tightness in my shoulders
returns, pushing down on my back like a second backpack I cannot
remove. What’s happening?
I take a few deep breaths, trying to ease the throbbing in my head
and the rapid beating of my heart rate. A few sips of water later and I
can tolerate the mayhem inside my mind. I focus on what Carmen
says, trying to get myself excited for decorating the school for Dia de
los Muertos, organizing the annual Crusader Cup soccer tournament,
and the service we plan to do. I want to give this a chance. I have to
give it a chance. It’s okay, I dictate to myself in my own personal peptalk, it’s the first day. It may seem overwhelming now but soon I’ll be a part
of this community too. I’ll have Latino friends who I can talk about Enrique
Iglesias and arroz con leche and visiting Mexico. I want so badly to be
accepted in this room. With these people. For them to look at me and
think, she’s one of us. She is Latína too.
“Cállate, cabrón,” I hear from a few seats next to me. My eyes
widen a bit, that is definitely a word I wouldn’t call someone so
lightly. I strain to hear the rest of their conversation.
“Yeah, she’s such a gringa, white trash. Have you heard her try
speaking Spanish in class? It’s embarrassing. Like, puta, just stop!”
This remark elicits resounding laughter from the people around her,
along with the chantings of “puta” and “gringa,” both fairly vulgar
terms. I can’t laugh at this, my stomach feels weird. Should this be
funny to me? I tune out of their conversation when another catches my
attention.
“Yeah, this school’s just so frickin white, it’s sad really how many
dumb white kids there are. We just gotta stick together.” I look down
at my desk. Am I one of those “dumb white kids,” I contemplate, or should
I “stick together” with them? There are definitely a lot of white kids at
our high school, there’s no questioning that. Most of my friends here
are white, I only have one friend who’s full Latina, and one who’s also
half. Is it really wrong that I hang out with so many “dumb white
kids?”
Am I betraying the limited Latina community that exists here? Will
having more Hispanic friends make me more Hispanic?
Losing myself in my thoughts for the rest of the meeting, I ignore
the rest of the conversations around me. I leave the room that day
with a whole new load on my mind. Wondering how I will connect
16

with the other members, how I can appear “more Latina” to people.
Worried that if I don’t, I will never find that place where I can express
my culture. I want to give the club a chance, but I think more than
anything I want to give myself a chance.
* * *
It’s the week before Día de los Muertos, Day of the Dead, and we’re
making decorations to put up around the school. More specifically,
we’re sculpting skulls out of modeling clay and coloring them. I
brought my friend Drew with me this time to keep me company. I
know better by now that I won’t be very social anyways. We each
grab a pinch of clay along with some markers and take our seats in
the back of the classroom.
“Okay hold still, I’m using your head as a model,” I say, as I hold
the lump of clay up to his head, closing one eye for focus.
“I’m warning you, it’s kind of oblong. No promises it’ll turn out
right.”
I laugh and begin to shape my clay, opting to use the example
skulls as a reference instead of his “oblong” head.
As we work, a group of girls, all of them white, poke their heads
in to see what we’re doing. They step inside to get a closer look.
“What’s this?” asks one of the girls, a strange look on her face as
she points to one of the clay skulls.
“It’s for the Day of the Dead,” explains Maya. “They’re skulls.
We’re going to decorate the school with them. Do you want to join
us?”
The girls look at each other with wondering looks. “Is it ok for us
to?” I hear on girl say under her breath to the girl next to her. “I’m not
sure,” says another. “It might just be their thing,” she replies. At this
point a few of the other club members perk up, clearly listing in.
“No thank you,” says one of the girls in a cheery voice, “but
thanks anyways!” They walk off, giggling to themselves as they leave.
“Basic white girls,” I hear a girl next to me say. She rolls her eyes
in annoyance.
“See, this is why we have this space,” says a boy. “To get away
from the white putas around here. They’re so clueless.”
I look over at Drew, unsure as to what to say. He has a
confused look on his face, but turns to me and says, “I guess I’m safe
since I’m Asian then,” and continues to shape his skull.
* * *
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I gave it a chance. I sat through the meetings, I did service with
the group, and I tried to start conversations whenever I could. I wish I
could say I found what I was looking for, but I just couldn’t connect
with anybody. I can’t speak Spanish as well or as fast. I don’t come
from a family of two Hispanic parents. I don’t know enough of the
slang. I don’t listen to enough Hispanic artists. I just didn’t feel
“Latina enough” to make any sort of meaningful connection with the
members of this club who were strong in their Hispanic identities. To
be honest, I felt like I was acting like someone else. I was holding
myself back from being the bubbly, social, vibrant person I usually
am. As the days, weeks, months passed, I found myself less and less
motivated to rush over to the club every other Thursday after school.
By my sophomore year I could no longer call myself a regular
attendee of Legado Latino. I was welcomed, encouraged, and given
chances, but I just didn’t feel like I belonged there. he thought of my
“half-ness” reminded me that I wasn’t like the other club members.
Though I couldn’t help my ethnicity, I still blamed myself for being
unable to identify with my Hispanic peers. In a sense, I felt like a
disappointment. A burden being pulled along while everyone else
was miles ahead of me. Sometimes I wish it had worked out for me,
maybe I really would have felt more immersed in my Mexican
culture. But at the same time, I found other ways to satiate my thirst
for cultural acceptance of myself. Not every experience will be what I
want, but that doesn’t mean I don’t belong.
Mexico
Sobre Mesa
Muévete, tenemos que poner la mesa
She rushes past me with a tray full of carne
Corre, corre, nececito una toalla
Petite caramel people leap over a puddle of spilled water
Dame una cuchara, pruébate esta salsa
A dozen ears of corn are rubbed down in chile
Siéntense todos, vamos a rezar
Nine hungry frijoles cram around a table
Come más ensalada, hay suficiente para todos
Lively chatter commences as brown hands fly
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Sirve más arroz a tú tía, pásame la sal
The banter and feast continue late into the breezy night
Date cuenta como tú familia es una bendición.
-Sofia Deatherage, 2018
April 2018
“Y usted qué quiere, Señorita?” It took me a second to adjust my
ears to comprehend what the man was saying to me. After a quick
switch flipped in my brain, I responded:
“Tres tacos al pastor con todo y horchata, gracias.” It was a little
clumsily slurred, but my Mexican accent still came through enough to
pass for a native; not as American who had just landed at the Mexican
airport an hour earlier.
My uncle, Tío Nacho, had picked me and my parents up and took
us to this local place known for its tacos al pastor, tacos with very
tender, slow roasted pork. I look up to watch the fútbol game playing
on the tv screen above the kitchen door. I’m not one to find much
interest in watching sports, but I like hearing the crowd chant so
animatedly and listening along to the sports commentators. I try to
can pick up words or phrases. Looking at the menus and signs on the
walls, I scarcely see any English. I am so ready to immerse myself in
Spanish, this is going to be great practice for me.
The waiter sets the tray of tacos down in front of me, and my
mouth waters. They look just like the food Mom makes, so fresh and
homemade. Corn tortillas, not the flour tortillas that most restaurants
in the US serve. This is the real deal. I savor the explosion of flavor
from the saltiness of the pork, to the tanginess of the lime, the spice of
the salsa, and the freshness of the cilantro, comforted by the familiar
flavors that taste so much better now that I am here.
After this first amazing meal of many to come, I stare out the
window of the car. It is my eyes’ turn to feast. I absorb all the
graffitied buildings, packed-together cars, bakeries, toy stores,
billboards advertising 7 different brands of beer (yes, I counted), and
the occasional pedestrian with a stroller walking down the sidewalk
as Tío Nacho drives us home. This is our first stop on our trip to
Puebla, where we will be attending an anniversary celebration for one
of my mom’s best friends whom I call my Tía, or aunt, Claudia. We’re
staying with my mom’s sister, Tía Alma, her husband, Tío Nacho,
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their children Santiago, age 10, and Renata, who’s 7, and Yeyis, my
abuela. We pull up to the house, concealed by a large concrete wall.
Like every other house in the neighborhood it’s a security, a fortress
protecting precious inhabitants. As I walk through the open door, the
very distinctive scent of the house greets me, welcoming me home.
“Sofi!” Two pairs of brown skinny legs run down the stairs,
located on the outside of the house, and nearly trip over each other to
greet me and my family.
“Santi! Rena!” I mimic their cheerfulness, excited to see their
smiling young faces again.
“Por favor, deja que Nacho te ayude con tus maletas,” says Tía Alma,
insisting that Tío Nacho carry our bags. She shows us to our rooms, I
get to sleep in Yeyis’s room with her. Yes, sleepover! After we get our
bags to our rooms and settle in, I wander into the kitchen, knowing
exactly what’s about to follow upon our arrival.
“Sofi, compramos mucho pan de dulce, por favor, come lo que quieras! Si
quieres algo más hay mucha comida en el refri también. Todo es para ti. Just
help yourself.” She gestures to the large pile of pan de dulce on the
table and tells me it’s fair game, including anything in the fridge. My
stomach growls as I reach for a concha, a soft bread with white sugar
adorning the top. I bite into it voraciously, thrilled to taste this
traditional pastry that has been a staple treat of my childhood. Tastes
like home.
“María Sofía, don’t eat too much, your Tía Alma is making
parrillada tonight,” says Mom, noticing the amount of pan I am
stuffing into my mouth. My eyes widen.
“Babiada?!” I muffle, mouth full of bread. Parrillada is the precious
gift to this world that is Mexican barbecue. I picture the assortment of
thinly sliced meats, the onions, the peppers, the melted cheese, the
tortillas, the salsa, all of it homemade. Suddenly the taste of carne
asada and chicharrón bless my imagination. I leave the kitchen,
allowing my stomach to rest until the feast. I walk outside to the stairs
that lead up to the added-on second floor of the house. I pass the
orange tree; its green leaves fanned out. The plump, juicy oranges
contrast beautifully with the blue of the sky. Passing the humble
living area and kitchen, I wander into Santi’s room, where he and
Renata are watching Shark Boy and Lava Girl in Spanish.
“Niños, a cenar!” I hear my mom yelling from downstairs after a
while, indicating dinner time. We know what’s in store for us, so we
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bolt down the stairs and swiftly land in our chairs. The spread on the
table in front of me is a sight I will never forget. The meats, the cheese,
the onions, the peppers, tortillas, chicharrón, salsa, all as I imagined
and more. Tío Nacho puts a few strips of meat on the table-top
barbecue, the sizzling a symphony to my ears. I feel not only my
stomach but my heart skip a step at the sight of the bounty before me.
I realize I am about to share a meal with my family, in my home, feeling
an overwhelming sense of love and belonging in this moment. Food
has always been an essential part of familial and communal bonding
in my family, and in the Mexican culture in general. We say a prayer,
thanking God for bringing our family together again and for our safe
travels. I say an extra “thank you” to God for the peace in my heart.
Then starts the lively chatter as we catch up with each other, laugh
about the past, dream about the future, all over a home-cooked meal.
After everyone eats their fill and then some, we move on to sobremesa.
Very common in Latin cultures, sobremesa is when we continue to
converse well after we eat. No electronics, no awkward silences, no
arguments. Just family and food.
Once the food has been eaten, the table gets cleared, and the
conversations subside, my cousins and I go back upstairs. We watch
Teen Titans Go! on the Spanish dubbed Cartoon Network. I guess I
hadn’t really noticed before how many American cartoons my cousins
watch. They sound kind of funny in Spanish, but I’m grateful for the
chance to work on my Spanish ear-training. I follow along with
basically all the conversations, and I swell with pride. Soon it’s time
for the kids to go to bed since they have school tomorrow, so I head to
bed too. As I lay next to Yeyis, who is already asleep, a smile is
plastered on my face. I feel an unbreakable elation that warms my
entire body like a hug from a family member I haven’t seen in far too
long. Blessed to be home, I sleep peacefully through the night. It’s a
still, dreamless sleep.
* * *
Two days later.
The giant colorful letters spelling out “Puebla” greet us as we
enter the city in Tío Nacho’s car. There is far less traffic, less graffiti,
less concrete, and more open spaces. It’s homely. As we pull up to the
grand, white house in the gated community, a short, light-brown
skinned woman rushes out with open arms and a dazzling smile on
her face.
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“Roquis!” She exclaims, which is the pet-name for my mom that
she’s had since they were kids. We park the car and we begin to
unload the luggage, when Tía Claudia approaches my mom and gives
her a loving, long-awaited hug. She then turns to me.
“Hola Sofi! You look so beautiful, just like your Mami!” I blush at
this and smile, she’s too kind. She offers me a hug and I happily
accept, her loving warmth squeezing my lungs. We take our bags
inside the house, and her daughter, my “cousin,” Maria comes to
greet us with more hugs. I haven’t seen her since she was a baby.
She’s 13 now. A slight melancholy fills my mind, wishing I hadn’t
missed making so many memories with her. It’s been too long since
I’ve been here. After I take my suitcase upstairs to Maria’s room
where I’m staying for the next few days, I look at the homework I
brought with me. But I just want to be here. I don’t even care if I don’t
do anything, I just want to be, to exist, in Mexico. I flop down on the
bed and rest my eyes, letting myself drift off into a peaceful,
uninhibited sleep. I wake up to Maria standing above me, lightly
shaking my shoulder.
“Sofi, it’s time for dinner,” she says, conscious of my not-soperfect Spanish. I wish she’d talk to me in Spanish more. She’s wearing a
purple sweatshirt that used to be mine and I grin. Mom has been
giving her my old clothes since she was a toddler. We go downstairs
and eat a meal of home-made quesadillas and rice, the perfect comfort
food. Pablo and Miguel, two of Maria’s four brothers, join us for
dinner. They’re older, both attending universities, but have come
home for the weekend for Tia Claudia and Tio Pepe’s 25th wedding
anniversary celebration. The other two, Andres and Julian, will join us
at the ceremony tomorrow.
Tía Claudia isn’t much of a cook, but Mom, a master chef, helps
her out, and the food comes out delicious. It tastes better when
prepared with authentic Mexican ingredients in a Spanish-speaking
household.
* * *
The following day.
We pull up in front of the entrance of the small, open church
where the vow renewal ceremony will take place. I straighten out my
sundress and hop out of the car, in awe of the natural beauty that
surrounds the humble little church. Tall oaks and fluffy bushels of
pink rhododendrons frame the church, encasing the building in a
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postcard-worthy bubble of nature amid the city. I feel safe, I feel at
home.
I spend the next few hours tying ribbons to chairs, putting candy
in jars, setting name-cards on plates, arranging chairs, and putting up
family photos around the reception area. Once the finishing touches
are made, we head back to the church. The service is entirely in
Spanish, which I am both delighted at and admittedly anxious about.
I know a few prayers in Spanish, but definitely not the entire mass.
Awkwardly lip-syncing the prayer, I sweat nervously as the people
around me recite the “Nicene Creed.” I hope no one notices that no
actual words are coming out of my mouth. Looking around I realize I
don’t know very many people. My parents are here, and of course Tía
Claudia and her family. But the other people around me may as well
have blank faces. I think about the reception and tighten my hands
into fists, mentally preparing myself for the social anxiety I suspect I
will face later tonight. Shame creeps into my mind as I scold myself
for not speaking enough Spanish.
Why am I such an embarrassment?
The ceremony ends and everyone makes their way to the
reception, eager to mingle and catch up with family and friends. I
gingerly take my seat next to Mom, staying mostly silent throughout
the three-course meal.
Appetizer: I look up and notice how the poles of the massive tent
intersect to form interesting pattens that resemble the diagrams I used
to solve in sophomore geometry.
Main course: Mom gives me a look that appears to say, Talk to
someone, ANYONE, and I promptly excuse myself to the restroom. My
darn bladder.
Dessert: Some relative or friend of Tía Claudia asks me, in
English, how I like school. I reply in Spanish that I enjoy my classes.
She continues the conversation in English. My self-esteem somehow
sinks even deeper into the grass.
Once the food is gone and I am thoroughly uncomfortable, the
adults at my table stay and mingle, so I excuse myself to go stand
awkwardly in some corner on my phone to avoid having to speak and
reveal my limited Spanish. I see a table of young adults, probably
early twenties, and move along, intimidated by their only slight
seniority. I sit down on a beach chair on the lawn. A few people
around me are mingling. I am so immersed in my game of mobile
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solitaire that I jump in my seat when Maria and a few other kids
around her age approach me.
“Come sit with us, Sofi,” she offers, noticing my social discomfort.
Should I talk to them in English or Spanish? They all speak English, so
it would be easier to communicate, but I want to practice my Spanish. But
my Spanish sucks, I’ll just embarrass myself. But if I don’t even try, I’ll seem
like such an outsider. . .
My internal dialogue continues until I find myself getting up from
my perch and wordlessly follow them to a table where they’re playing
a card game. Pablo explains how to play it in English. We play a few
rounds of the game until the familiar Latin beat of Reggaetón dance
music comes on, and the kids start making their way to the dance
floor. I freeze a little, uncertain about going with them. Maria and her
friend Laura take my hands and pull me along with them. I see a
karaoke screen and my heart skips a beat. I don’t really know many of
these songs. The beat of a song all of these kids seem to know starts,
and the words flash onto the screen as the kids start to sing together. I
trip over the lyrics, stumbling all over the song, praying silently that
no one notices my difficulty keeping up.
My face reddens a bit. My heartbeat races. People are watching.
They all know I don’t know what I’m doing. They all know I can’t
read that fast. They all know I’m different, that I’m a gringa, that I
don’t belong here. But I keep going, faking it until I look like I know
what I’m doing. Forcing myself to belong. I want to belong.
The song ends, and the dancing begins. This I can work with, you
don’t need words to dance. One of the older girls, probably in her
twenties, comes up and leads us in a sort of line-dance that everyone
follows. I pick up on it pretty quickly. As we all move together, I feel
relieved. Though I may not be able to speak the part, I can still dance
like a Latina.
Once the party winds down and people start to leave, Maria’s
friends walk up to me.
“It was nice meeting you,” says Laura. I smile.
“You’re pretty cool for a half-gringa,” says a boy teasingly. I feel
only half-flattered by this but hey, I’ll take it.
“Hasta luego,” says another girl. Thrilled that she talked to me in
Spanish, I reply with,
“Nos vemos, I’ll see you.”
* * *
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Sacramento, California. This is where I was born. Portland,
Oregon. This is where I was raised. Omaha, Nebraska. This is where I
live now. Mexico City, Mexico. What exactly is this? My mother calls
this home, where she was born, raised, learned to walk, drive, love,
fear, and become independent. Her first home. What does it mean to
me?
I have only been to Mexico a handful of times, but every time I go,
I find more things to love, cherish, and yearn to understand. It’s a
different soil, but my roots still want to reach out and dig deeper into
it. The hospitality and attempts at making me feel included make me
feel accepted; reassuring me that though I may be a “half-gringa,” I
still have a home here. I may never feel like I can fully blend into the
crowd. I may be afraid of rejection from a half of my life I am proud
of. But I know that I am still loved and wanted. This is home.
Dia de los Muertos
October 2019
It’s not as elaborate as I’d like, but it will absolutely do, I think to
myself as I place the final touches—an assortment of coconut,
chocolate, and caramel Mexican candies I had grown up with—on the
skull-patterned tablecloth. I stand back to admire my work, feeling a
sense of pride swell up in me for keeping this family tradition alive
despite being across the county. Although I feel like an over-cooked
baked potato from the heating system in the neutral zone on Swanson
9, a refreshing reassurance soothes my weary, sleep-deprived body.
Pops of pink, green, purple, and blue create a miniature carnival amid
the grays, browns, and army-greens of the stuffy neutral zone. My
shrine for the dead brings the room to life.
The skull banner I hung up by myself droops a bit lower on one
side than the other, but otherwise the ofrenda looks pretty well done. I
make a mental note to thank Mom again for sending everything in the
mail and giving me advice on how to set it up. She’s always had a
knack for holiday decorating; Martha Stewart couldn’t hold a
Sandlewood-scented Yankee Candle to my mom’s decorative skills.
As I trace the thin, slightly wrinkled papel picado spread out on the
altar with my index finger, I can’t help but be brought back to my
childhood days of celebrating Dia de los Muertos with my family and
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at school. The memories light up in my head like flashbulbs,
illuminating bits and pieces of scenes from past celebrations.
* * *
October 2009
“Who messed up the flower arrangement in the ofrenda?!”
I stumble down the stairs from my room, partially interested in
the racket going on downstairs and partially eager to get back to my
toys. Only mom’s yelling could ever tear me away from such an
intense affair.
I peer down into the front room from the banister to find mom
wading in a sea of bubble wrap and tissue paper. She was already
setting up the ofrenda! I eagerly hop down the stairs and dive into the
mass of boxes, wrappings, fake flowers, papel picado, skulls, and
various other essentials that make an appearance on our shrine every
year.
“Maria Sofia please be careful, I’m spending a lot of time setting
this up. No seas Chiva Loca!” she says, calling me a Crazy Goat as she
does out of annoyance yet affection.
“It wasn’t me, Mami, really,” I insist, addressing her with the
Spanish form of “Mom.”
“Well, just be careful. I’m still working on it. I’ve made a lot of
progress while you were at school today.”
“It looks really nice, Mami! I love it!” I stand up and admire the
half-finished ofrenda adorned with the paper-maché Catrinas
(skeletons dressed up as high-class women), candles sporting Our
Lady of Guadalupe, Jesus, Pope Saint John Paul II, and other various
saints, and the fake pink and gold marigolds neatly arranged on the
floor in a path leading to the window. Well, the once neatly arranged
marigolds. This year’s is going to be the best one yet, I tell myself as I do
every year.
“Ven, nena, help me unfold the papel picado.”
I’m thrilled to be given the opportunity to assist her with the
shrine, especially with a task as precarious and important as handling
the papel picado, thin, fragile tissue-paper banners depicting images of
skeletons and Catrinas that resemble those cut-and-fold paper
snowflakes. I pinch the paper between my thumb and index finger,
being extra careful to keep it intact. Although I am only ten, I know
how difficult it is to get the papel picado not to tear while transporting
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it in a suitcase from Mexico. We stand up slowly, I stay in place while
Mom walks the banner out slowly, skillfully avoiding the boxes and
skulls scattered on the floor, and in a matter of seconds, the bright
pink paper banner is sprawled out, ready to be hung. Approaching
the ofrenda with the utmost caution, I station myself on one end and
hold as still as my eager and fidgety little body possibly can. Mom
tears off a piece of blue tape with her teeth—like a pro—and attaches
her end of the papel to the fireplace mantle. She meanders around the
clutter over to where I am standing still-ish and secures my side to the
mantle as well.
“Hmm does it look straight to you?” She asks.
“I think so”
“It looks a bit crooked. I think I’ll adjust it a bit.” I smile. It
definitely looks straight to me, but I know Mom has always had a
better eye for detail than me.
When she’s satisfied with the papel’s position, she moves back to
the floor and empties a bag of rice, lentils and beans onto the floor in a
colorful array of uncooked Latin American staples. This is my favorite
part. I watch for a while in fascination as she separates the dry goods
into their respective piles. I know what’s coming next. Soon the grains
will transform into the finest artisanal tiles that create a magnificent
mosaic cross on the carpet with my mother as the Renaissance
woman. But my idle nine-year-old brain begins to wander as I eye the
Mexican candy along with the Abuelita’s hot chocolate. I decide that
food sounds like a pretty good idea. I leave mom to her work and
saunter into the kitchen for a snack.
The next day when Mom and I come home from school, I run to
the front room where a larger-than-life ofrenda, the most beautiful I
have ever seen, greets my widening eyes with a warm, familiar
embrace. I reverently approach the altar and take in every detail, from
the salt in the little bowl for purifying the souls, to the array of
Mexican breads for the souls to eat, to the mementos and pictures of
passed loved ones (and loved-dog), and to the colorful sugar and
chocolate skulls to remind us that death is to be sweetly celebrated,
not feared. The mosaic cross on the floor looks fantastic, a true work
of art. The flowers are perfectly arranged. And it’s mine.
Later that night I wander downstairs to admire the ofrenda and
notice something by the shrine. By the flowers, actually. I slowly creep
up, and a fluffy, white dog comes into my line of view.
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“Ruffus!” He jumps with a start and turns to me, a bright yellow
marigold caught in his fur. Before I can snatch it from his snout he
runs off. I make a note to hunt him down later. With that mystery
solved, I crouch down by the ofrenda, close my eyes, and say a prayer
for the souls honored by the shrine.
I was old enough to understand that my other friends didn’t
celebrate Día de los Muertos. My family was unique in this practice. As
a young girl I felt special that I was the only one of my friends who
had this array of color, lights, flowers and food in her home, always
eager to show them the shrine when they came over for playdates. To
me, it was normal, at least in my own little world. It was just another
part of the year, like Christmas or Thanksgiving. But the fact that a
small minority of people in my life celebrated Dia de los Muertos made
it feel like it was a sacred family tradition that I could choose to either
share or suppress. It was up to me to decide how I wanted this family
cultural tradition to affect the rest of my life.
***
October 2018
I am way too uncoordinated for this, I think to myself as I maneuver
my cumbersome load of a book-filled backpack, lunchbox, and a large
plastic tote-bag full of bread, miniature coffins, and ofrenda
decorations clutched in each arm around the parked cars in the
parking lot of my high school. Mom offered to help, but I’ve done this
every year since elementary school. I can handle this annual Olympic
feat of strength, endurance and dexterity by now. At least that’s what
I tell myself as I struggle to open the door.
“Do you need some help, girlie?” my friend Lana asks from
behind me, her eyes full of concern for my drooping arms and labored
breath.
“That would actually be really great,” I muster. I let out a breath
as she lifts one of the bags from my noodle-arms and follows me
down the hall to my locker.
“Is this for Day of the Dead?”
“Yeah, I’m delivering the pan de muertos and these little coffins
from Mexico to my teachers today.”
“Do you think you’ll have any extra bread? This is the one with
the cinnamon, right?”
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“Haha yeah, I did bring a few extra to share with you guys. Yes,
it’s the cinnamon one”
“Awesome! I look forward to it every year!”
My face lights up, it’s nice to hear that something as simple as
bread can make someone excited about my cultural celebrations. Her
validation revitalizes me with a new positive energy. I start to feel
more giddy when a girl passes us in the hall and stares with a
bewildered expression at our loaded bags. She rolls her eyes. I stare
straight ahead. But I already noticed her expression along with my
mood starting to deflate.
I get to my locker and let out a sigh of relief as take inventory of
the bag’s contents:

- 16 loaves of pan de muertos (with each recipient’s name listed by it)
- 10 miniature sugar coffins (with each recipient’s name listed by it)
- 4 religious candles
- 1 string of papel picado
- 2 plastic calaveras (skulls)
- Assorted Mexican toys and candy

I take out the slip of torn notebook paper and make a mental note
of which gifts I need to take with me for the first half of the day and
head off to my first class at the ring of the bell. Walking up to my first
period teacher with the round, bumpy piece of bread and the little
sugar coffin, I am comforted by the fact that I’ve had her as a teacher
before. I won’t need to explain why I am handing her a piece of bread
with a bone pattern on top and a miniature coffin made entirely of
sugar. As much as I love sharing my culture with my teachers, I’ve
always worried about being that annoying kid who overtly flaunts it
any time she can.
Maybe that’s why I dreaded going to fifth period that day. I knew
I’d need to do some explaining to my teacher who isn’t very familiar
with my customs or annual gifts. Not to mention the stares of
confusion and judgment I expect to receive from the people in that
class who don’t know me or my heritage. I walk in and gingerly hand
him the cellophane bag of sugary culture.
“This is in celebration of Day of the Dead,” I say, consciously
choosing to use the English phrasing instead of showing off my
Spanish accent with Día de los Muertos.
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“The bread is specially for Day of the Dead, the bumps on top are
supposed to be bones. And this coffin is made of sugar, it’s from
Mexico and made to mock the seriousness of death.”
“Well thank you, this is pretty interesting. Are you Mexican or
Spanish then?” I swallow my pride. I don’t blame him that he’s
surprised.
“I’m half Mexican. My mom is from Mexico, we celebrate Day of
the Dead every year at home.” My face reddens slightly as some
people in the front row start to turn their attention towards our
conversation. I pray that they don’t sense the nerves behind my
wavering voice.
“Well thank you, this is pretty interesting, I’m glad you could
share this.”
I give an “of course, I’m happy to” and eagerly take my seat,
wishing that my face wouldn’t get so red. Wishing I didn’t feel so
many eyes on me. Wishing I didn’t feel so uncomfortable in my own
skin. As pleased as I am that he liked the gifts, I can’t help but hear
the words, “Are you Mexican?” replay in my head like a broken
record.
Should he have known I was Mexican? Should I act more Mexican?
Why does this bother me so much? Is my identity really contingent on how
other people perceive my ethnicity?
The class goes by in a blur of rapid thoughts blended with
fragments of the lesson. Soon it’s time for lunch, and my spirits lift
when I realize I get to share pan de muertos with my friends. I arrive at
our usual spot outside the performing arts center building and
remove the lumpy loaves of bread from their protective bags, tearing
the soft, sugary bread into smaller pieces to share. I walk up to my
friend Anthony first, who is also half Mexican. We often like to say
that in being half white and half Mexican, we make a full white
person and a full Mexican.
“You get the first piece, bud” I hand him the bread and his eyes
light up, just as delighted as I am to partake in anything related to the
other half of our lives. I understand how he feels, this being one of the
few times during the year we have an excuse to do “Mexican things”
in public. He needs that first piece.
“This is great, thanks! I love this stuff!”
I hand out the rest of the pieces to my other friends, me eager to
share a piece of myself with them, them eager to receive my sweet,
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soft offering.The bell signals the end of lunch and I gather my bag of
treats, rejuvenated and ready to deliver the remaining bread and
coffins to the rest of my teachers.
The rest of the day flies by in a blur of “thank-you-so-much” and
“oh tell me more about this bread” and “very cool” until what I had
been waiting for all day finally comes—setting up the school ofrenda. I
stop by one of the Spanish classrooms to pick up the supplies I had
dropped off that morning along with a note reading: para el ofrenda
(for the shrine). When I reached for the bag I noticed someone had
crossed out the el and written la instead next to it. Upon realizing my
basic and foolish Spanish error, I could feel my face surge with a hot,
red pulse of embarrassment along with, what was it, shame? Yes, I
think it was a twinge of shame. Swallowing my pride and accepting
the simple mistake, I grip the bag handles tightly and make my way
to the school chapel, trying not to be so deterred.
When I arrive at the chapel, a few of the Orgulla Latino club are
unfolding the table and taking out the tablecloth After securing the
table and laying out the large white cloth, we begin to arrange the
candles, toys, calaveras, fake flowers and candy, and hang the banners
and papel picado until we are satisfied with the finished product. As a
finishing touch we add our own photos of deceased loved ones.
“I love the banners you brought, they’re really festive,” says
Gabby, a newer member.
“The skulls are pretty cool too,” adds Dani, a frequent member of
the club.
I smile, content knowing that my contribution is noticed and
appreciated, even if I haven’t been to a club meeting in so long. It was
rewarding to get validation from other Latinos my age. Looking back
now I realize how much I wanted the other Latino students to accept
me despite my half-heritage. I wanted to show them that I knew just
as much about Día de los Muertos as they did, and maybe then I would
feel like I could be “as Latina” as my peers. This is one of my favorite
holidays of the year, and I want to do it justice like a “real” Mexican.
* * *
October 2019
It’s the night of October 31st. I can’t light real candles in my
resident hall, so I light the plastic candles with a flick of my finger and
watch the soft artificial light twinkle its soft artificial glow. Though
fake, the candles really do add a touch of authenticity and comfort to
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my humble ofrenda. I set out the cookies and fruit on the altar for the
spirits to enjoy when they visit tonight, and open the windows in the
neutral zone to ensure they can get to the shrine. Since I don’t have
flowers to guide the spirits with their fresh, sweet scent, I spray a few
airy clouds of body mist over and around the shrine. It’s done. I
stretch and let out a yawn, tired but overall proud of my work. After
texting Mom a picture of the shrine, I approach it. My eyes fall on the
pictures of Yeyis, and I can feel a few stinging tears prick the corners
of my eyes. This is the first year that she’s on the ofrenda. I hold back
the tears, reminding myself that Día de los Muertos is a happy time for
celebrating the lives of loved ones. Missing my grandmother just
reminds me how much I miss being home. This is the first Día de los
Muertos that I’m spending away from home. The first time I’m not
setting up the papel picado with Mom. The first time I don’t have pan de
muertos to give.
She’s alive again tonight, I should be happy. I should be proud that I
made this shrine in her honor. But I miss her so much. I miss being home. I
should be home to comfort mom, she’s probably a wreck right now. She needs
me. I need her. I need to be home.
These thoughts whirl around in my mind as my head spins in a
dizzying vertigo. I take a deep breath. With another look at the shrine,
I see years of family tradition that I honor with this humble ofrenda I
have built. This shrine may not be able to grow wings and fly me
home to see my family, but it functions as a sort of looking-glass
allowing me to gaze into another world that I can lovingly call my
own. Whether people understand or not the reason I left a tray of
cookies out to go stale, turned candles on to wear out the batteries, or
put up decorations to crowd the NZ table, I can only hope that people
will have the understanding and interest to try. A few people did
comment to me about how they really like it and think it’s cool, which
flatters me. The paranoia of people getting annoyed with my “over
exertion of culture” still haunts the back of my mind, discouraging me
from trying to live out my culture in my predominantly non-Hispanic
environment. At the same time the doubt that I don’t do enough to
express my culture creeps its way into my mind, making me doubt
my ability to “act Mexican.” But the voice that comes through the
loudest to me says, “No te preocupes, nena, eras mi hija, eres Mexicana.”
Don’t worry, little girl, you are my daughter, you are Mexican.
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A Dual Identity
It’s 50/50 if a Hispanic will address me in Spanish instead of
English. I look brown to some people, I look white to others. But that
moment someone realizes I can communicate with them in their
native language, I see their gaze soften. Their tone shifts. Their Latin
hospitality is triggered, as one of their own is now among them. I am
family. At least, I am with those who have the patience to give me a
chance. The act of carefully selecting in which situations I use English
versus Spanish relates to the phenomenon known as “code
switching,” which involves the active switching of languages between
master identity groups.2 Tracy and Robles describe a “master
identity” as an unchanging, fairly stable aspect of one’s identity, such
as “gender, ethnicity, age, national and regional origins”.3 While
master identities operate as fixed identities that generally do not
change between social situations, “interactional identities” in a sense
“interact” with the environment, meaning that a person’s role shifts
depending on the relationships they have with the people in that
specific group.4 Though still internal and reflective of personal
identity, interactional identities are dependent on the relationship
with the people associated with in a certain group.5 Code switching
essentially acts as an intermediary between master and interactional
identities, as a certain identity becomes revealed depending on the
language chosen to express.6 When I actively choose to respond to
native speakers and other Hispanics in Spanish, I make the conscious
choice to reveal the Latina aspect of my identity more apparent as a
form of bonding and solidarity with other Spanish-speaking
individuals.
The ability to speak the language itself and reveal points of
identity contact, however, may still not be enough when attempting to
fit into the identity of a native within the community. Tracy and
Karen Tracy and Jessica S. Robles, Everyday Talk: Building and
Reflecting Identities (New York, NY: Guilford Press. 2013), 21- 25, 12122, 153.
3 Ibid, 21.
4 Ibid, 22.
5 Ibid.
6 Ibid, 153.
2
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Robles further discuss the idea of “dialect,” “an identifiable and
characteristic way of speaking the language,” when identifying a
member of a community.7 Dialect, according to the authors, involves
“vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation or accent” to indicate
consistency with a certain distinctive community that can serve as a
master identity.8 In my own experience, mastering the dialect
becomes a sign of belonging into the community on a level much
deeper than a communicative one. Practically speaking, a shared
language allows a group of people to interact in a way in which is
unique to their ethnicity and culture. Among native speakers, the
identity piece comes into play when the language itself, the dialect
itself, becomes a physical, observable facet of identity. It becomes a
sign of solidarity, a factor that says, “I not only understand what you
are saying, but I also understand our shared experiences, our shared
culture, our shared beliefs, understandings, and pride” that remains
sacred to that group and only that group. Language’s power to
indicate identity has served as both a blessing and a curse for me. My
Spanish, as I’ve previously mentioned, is not perfect. My grammar
needs work, as I mix up conjugations all the time. My vocabulary
remains limited to what I have ever needed to say to my family or in
stores. My pronunciation and accent though apparent still struggle as
I often trip over my words or find the need to repeat myself to people.
I have been told before that I do not need to speak Spanish to join this
or that club, or to identify as Latina, or to even survive in a Spanishspeaking country. However, I argue that dialect becomes essential in
the reassurance and solidification of master identity, especially when
jargon and slang become included into the conversation.
“Jargon” refers to a specialized vocabulary that accompanies
specific occupations, organizations, hobbies, or groups of people,
while “slang,” or “sociolects,” refers to particular ways of speaking
that are “shared by social groups.”9 Slang in particular indicates
belonging to a group due to the shift, especially generationally, in the
slang terms used by members of that shared ethnic identity group.10
In Legado Latino, I had a lack of slang and delayed Spanish-speaking
Ibid, 121.
Ibid, 121-22.
9 Ibid, 122.
10 Ibid.
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working against me in a roomful of kids who just wanted to feel that
familiarity by being around people who acted and looked like them.
Since I primarily communicated with English speakers, I was not
exposed to the slang used by the more well-versed members of the
club who were able to communicate with each other not just fluently,
but with these little “secret phrases” of which I was unaware. Maybe I
sort of looked like them, but I did not sound like them or relate to
them culturally.
According to Alcoff, racial identity goes beyond aesthetic features
such as hair, eye and skin color. Language, tradition, religion,
nationality and culture “mediate” the extent of an ethnicity to which
people identify.11 I tend to agree that racial identity includes your own
experience with tradition and culture, as interpersonal identification
comes from the willing attitude to own that identity. Yet, there’s a
sense of direction in looking how you think you should look and
speaking how you perceive you should be able to speak. I’ve never
been quite sure if I belong to that typical Hispanic image. Sure, I have
the brown eyes, brown hair, and I’m not terribly pale. But I’ve been
told by a variety of people,
“Really? You look Spanish to me.”
“Seriously? I thought you were Romanian.”
“You totally could pass for Greek though.”
“You’re not Italian? Not at all?” I’m not one to get offended
by the question, “What’s your ethnicity?” But when I need to explain
myself so often, I feel the need to justify my heritage.
“Oh, I’m half. That’s why I look so white, haha.”
“No, no, you’re good. I know I’m pale.”
“I’m just a mutt.”
I suppose this is the type of internal conflict biracial people are
burdened with from the get-go. People without a “coherent identity”
are susceptible to losing their sense of agency, feeling inferior in their
insecurities of not belonging to a definite identity.12 Though
coexisting, the multiple identities are at odds with each other. One
does not outmatch the other, trapping the person in a sort of
stalemate. The conflict appears when the interactional identities
Linda Martín Alcoff, Visible Identities: Race, Gender, and the Self (New
York, NY: Oxford. 2006), 48, 269.
12 Ibid, 269.
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become tangled and restless. I often find myself wondering how much
of a certain ethnic identity I should show in certain situations that
may warrant only one or the other. Because of this indecision and
confusion on how I should be perceived by both my white, Englishspeaking identity and my Latina, Spanish-speaking identity, I still
find myself feeling disconnected from both sides. When I’m around
other Hispanics, I become extra self-conscious about what cultural
mannerisms I show, how I speak Spanish, what slang I can or cannot
use. When I’m interacting with English speakers and a topic
pertaining to my Latina identity comes up, I struggle to determine
how much of my ethnic identity is socially acceptable to show in that
instance. Though it may seem so surface-level, cultural identity really
matters when addressing other people in either identity group. I
know I am liked and appreciated for who I am. But I also know that
who I am, half-white, is different. Incoherence poses a real,
ambiguous conundrum to the biracial individual who struggles to
assimilate fully into either side. Thus, I felt trapped in the Legado
Latino club at school. I felt obligated to try, but I was forcing an
identity on myself with which I could not fully identify.
We often hear about a cultural “switch” that we use among
different groups of people, showing different parts of ourselves to
whom we choose. I find this especially true being biracial. And as my
Mexican-American identity makes up most of my identity, the stakes
of having to maintain those identities in each respective group feel
higher. Living with a “plural personality” can be exhausting, as the
values of each group differ from each other.13 As Anzaldua explains,
mixed people can often feel conflicted as to which culture to be
guided by, which voice to listen to, which side of yourself to reveal to
your closest companions.14 The culture and language become a sort of
compass that influences the words, actions, and beliefs of the
individual to the point of becoming second nature. Certain actions
and ways of living even become expected by both insiders and
outsiders, as Tracy and Robles describe the concept of face. “Face”
includes a person’s “likeability” and the ways in which a person is

Gloria Anzaldúa, Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestza (San
Francisco, CA: Aunt Lute Books. 1987), 78-79.
14 Ibid, 78.
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perceived by others.15 Face becomes a sort of acrobatic act wherein a
person performing “facework,” the active, everyday maintenance of
face through interaction, strives to maintain their identities, especially
when those identities may become threatened.16 People practice
facework when communicating strategically within their identity
groups, and the actions of others within that group, and are often the
judges of whether that person has maintained face.17 I feel the need to
work extra hard to maintain my own face within Hispanic identity
groups, as I know I am expected to act a certain way and view the
full-Hispanics in that group as the judges of my performance. In
instances in which I attempt to speak and act like them, I try to
uphold a knowledge and competence of, in this case, the Spanish
language and Mexican culture and tradition.18 Remaining likeable and
relatable ties back to my attempts at finding approval within the
group as I struggle to keep a positive face in both English and
Spanish-speaking identity groups of which I am a part. The more I
can think and act like these respective groups, the closer I feel towards
finding comradery and deeper relationships that validate my own
master and interactional identities.
The strain from the balancing act accompanied by facework and
discernment process of interactional identity selection poses both
comfort and conflict. Young sees the hybrid experience as
“indefinable,” a pliable identity that changes between social
interactions.19 This pliable identity can be seen as both a flexibility that
allows me to seamlessly blend into other groups, but also an
overlapping script that demands compliance of that script and denial
of the other. Stepping into that classroom when I went to Legado
Latino, my identity became pliable. I would flick my switch and
release that “Latina side” of myself. The same phenomenon would
occur as soon as I landed in Mexico. My “Mexican mode” was
activated. Suddenly I was a lump of clay, molding myself to fit into
the world around me. Conversely, throughout most of my day, I
maintain the customs and discourses of everyday American life with
Tracy, 24.
Ibid, 24-25.
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid, 24.
19 Young, 141.
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which I have grown up and maintained thoughtlessly for my entire
life. Though the Latina passion, sociability, compassion, skepticism,
and mannerisms in my DNA may sometimes peek from behind the
curtains of white culture and socialization, for the most part my two
halves scarcely interact outside their respective spheres. Biracial
people get to experience multiple worlds, which can be exciting. But it
also gives us multiple identities to think about. Which identity do we
reveal to the people in our lives? We learn to juggle these identities,
selecting which one we want to showcase to each person. It is as we
are performing, acting in certain ways to entertain two audiences with
different demands and levels of satisfaction. But as tiring as it can be,
it is also exciting to be able to highlight a unique and personal part of
myself to someone unfamiliar with that side of me. I also found a
great joy in sharing the pan de muertos with my friends at school, or
showing my friends pictures from my trips to Mexico, or explaining
how to decorate an ofrenda. My Latina heritage is a gift I want to share
with the ones I care about, and though I still balance on the narrow
fishing line of my dual identities, I look ahead to the ways I can
celebrate myself with the reassurance of the safety net of friend and
familial acceptance below me.
As if my Latina and white ethnicities pulling my identity and
security in different directions wasn’t already enough to think about,
the complexity of my Latina identity itself and implications of being
Mexican add another layer of tension to my personal identity. In his
highly introspective analysis of the Mexican experience, El laberinto de
la soledad (The Labyrinth of Solitude), Octavio Paz starts off by
comparing the identity crisis of the adolescent to nations and groups
of people who seek to answer the ever-exhausting question of, “what
are we, and how can we fulfill our obligations to ourselves as we
are?”20 Much like the adolescent’s search for both conformity and
individuality, young nations also work to define their culture,
customs, language, and overall national identity. Specifically, Mexico
possesses an extensive, often messy history of imperialism, conquest,
revolution, and tyranny that has engrained both a deep national pride
and tumultuous sense of identity within the country and its people.
Paz claims that in reevaluating the history of a people, the individual
Octavio Paz, The Labyrinth of Solitude, trans. Lysander Kemp (New
York, NY: Grove Press 1961), 9-10.
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can then begin to realize how they themselves exist in the world and
how the struggles to form a national and ethnic identity of the past
still surface among groups and individuals today.21 In revisiting the
history of Mexico and shifting characteristics, I am able to dig deeper
down to my roots as a Latina, yet also get lost in the entanglement of
identities presented by Spanish colonialism.
Mexican history in a brief sense highlights the unique identity of
the Mexican through the internal and external battle for a national
identity among Spanish and North American influences. Paz
describes how the Spanish conquests of Hernán Cortés created a chain
of events that set Mexico on its journey of definition and discovery as
its own independent nation, keeping with the old traditions of Aztec
ritual while adapting to the changing world of Christian
westernization.22 Reevaluation and incorporation, the balance
between indigenous and Spanish, the criollo (a person of pure Spanish
blood living in the Americans) and mestizo (a person of mixed Spanish
and Indian blood) created a cross-cultural world in which today the
products of such a national are still apparent. The Day of the Dead, for
example, incorporates the traditional Aztec rituals of sacrifice, altar
worship, and veneration of ancestry, and remains as one of the most
celebrated holidays in Mexico to this day. On the other hand, as of
2014, 81% of Mexican adults identify as Catholic, revealing the very
present remnants of Spanish Catholic influence to this day.23 I find the
contrast of tradition and progression in Mexican history and
contemporary culture bittersweet. The sacrifice of centuries of
tradition and forceful compliance with colonial forces reminds me of
the fragile, dehumanizing past of the Mexican people, yet the strength
and promise of the Revolution instills within me a sense of pride and
immense longing to further my knowledge of Mexico’s past. Much
like the Zapatistas who fought to redefine the colonized Mexican
nation in the name of tradition and the country’s roots, I too long to
rediscover my own identity through the lens of my beautiful second
Ibid.
Ibid, 103-104.
23 Michael Lipka, “A Snapshot of Mexico, Pope Francis’s Next Stop.”
Pew Research Center, (2016). https://www.pewresearch.org/facttank/2016/02/10/a-snapshot-of-catholics-in-mexico-pope-francisnext-stop/
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home, my second history. As a biracial individual living in a country
that demands I embrace only half of myself, I often have difficulty
identifying with my Mexican history and the tension between Spanish
and indigenous culture and history. Do I have a right to feel so
deeply, bleed so profusely, for a past with which only a mere half of
myself can identify? I often have to remind myself that I am just as
much Mexican as I am American, which provides me with a vault of
culture, passion, and tradition filled to the brim with a rich identity
worth more than any treasure in the world.
One of my primary aims of articulating my stories of growing up
biracial was to, in addition to relaying an unfamiliar experience to
those who seek understanding and insight, reach those who can relate
to and connect with my experiences in some form or another. A
biracial identity includes both the tense, tumultuous struggle to define
one’s identity, yet also the celebration of differences and the
excitement of two unique, precious identities to unpack and explore.
The need to explore is especially imperative now, as the number of
biracial individuals continues to increase. In 2015, 27% of Hispanic
marriages in the United States were interracial, and 42% of interracial
marriages were between one Hispanic and one White person.24 Both
these numbers have only been growing since 1980. They are projected
to keep slowly but surely increasing as interracial marriages become
more prevalent in the United States. An increase in acceptance of
interracial marriages will be inevitably accompanied by this mixture
of cultural identities; more people like me trying to navigate life with
a fork in the road pointing multiple ways. The important distinction is
whether we have a choice. Autonomy is essential in the rational
identity of a person. Consciously choosing to belong rather than going
along with a tradition because it’s ingrained in our DNA only leads to
further uncertainty.25 Throughout my life I have actively chosen to
embrace both sides, being careful one doesn’t overpower the other. I
celebrate holidays like Día de los Muertos with my family, bring my
culture to school with me, try to find more of “my people,” and
Gretchen Livingston and Anna Brown, "Trends and Patterns in
Intermarriage." Pew Research Center: Social and Demographic Trends,
(2017). www.pewsocialtrends.org/2017/05/18/intermarriage-in-theu-s-50-years-after-loving-v-virginia/
25 Alcoff, 48.
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immerse myself as much as I can when I’m in Spanish-speaking
environments. My cultural identity will not just come to me, I must
actively seek it out, especially when I can just as easily give up on
myself and live like a typical American white girl. But I choose to
lovingly embrace my tangled, conflicting, enriched genes. My identity
gives me communal meals with parrillada and sobre mesa. It gives me
the chance to explain what the sugar coffins mean to my teachers and
peers. And it gives me a second country I can call home. My hope is
that other biracial induvial will search for peace with the interactions
of their dual identities as I continue to search for my own, as we must
think with multiple minds, love with multiple hearts, and find
stability in multiple identities.
* * *
My mother, born and raised in Mexico, affectionately calls me,
“café con leche,” “coffee with cream,” a balanced and classic mixture of
two different but complimentary ingredients; herself being the coffee,
with her tanned skin and bold Latina passion, and my father
embodying the role of cream, with his pale skin and ability to
compliment her boldness with his calm, cool demeanor. I have
decided that while posing twice the identity crisis, it also provides
twice the excitement. It is a part of me that I have always had in the
back of my mind trying to decide who it wants me to be, and it is ever
shifting. The way I see it, being half Mexican and half white is an
experience—a multifaceted experience, but nonetheless an entire,
cohesive experience in and of itself that a multitude of people around
the world live out. Being a mixture of two, maybe more, cultures that
both play essential roles in identity formation will have an impact on
someone’s view of the world and of themselves. This is the time in my
life when I am becoming an independent adult who has to make some
of my most crucial life choices. I rely on my multicultural experiences
to solidify my personal identity and make decisions based off who I
believe myself to be. The “mutt experience,” as I so often halfheartedly tease myself about, is still shaping my life today. As I recall
the past, experience the present, and speculate the future, I will keep
in mind that I belong to two worlds that have burrowed their ways
into the very core of who I am. And I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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MUSIC TO OUR EARS
Alexandria B. Jones
Creighton University

One of the predominant stimuli of our lives is music. It is “found
in everyday life in all societies” and is the “cornerstone of human
culture.”1 Music has a way of cultivating a community,2 enhancing
learning and memory,3 provoking emotions,4 and enriching our lives.5
This form of art drives us to interact intentionally with other humans,
yet also intentionally reflect upon ourselves.6 The beat and rhythm of
modern music energizes our society and exudes both innovation and
inspiration.7 However, another kind of music has been lost with the
hustle and bustle lifestyle of the 21st century: the music of silence, the
natural and organic sounds of life on earth, the intentionality of
reflecting under the night sky. The recovery of this kind of music is of
upmost importance because it is this music that stimulates the
curiosity of our minds, the meaning and vulnerability of our
Laurel J. Trainor, et al, “Becoming Musically Enculturated: Effects of
Music Classes for Infants on Brain and Behavior.” Annals of the New
York Academy of Sciences 1252, no. 1 (2012): 129.
2 Ibid.
3 Robert Zatorre, “Music, the Food of Neuroscience?” Nature 434, no.
7031 (2005): 312.
4 Adrian C. North and David J. Hargreaves, “Liking, Arousal
Potential, and the Emotions Expressed by Music.” Scandinavian Journal
of Psychology 38, no. 1 (1997): 45.
5 Bill Winter, “Beauty and the Beholder: A Survey of Aesthetic
Experiences” The Community College Enterprise (Spring 2014): 62.
6 Joan Retallack, “The Radical Curiosity of John Cage—Is the Word
‘Music’ Music?” Contemporary Music Review 34, no. 5-6 (2015) 377.
7 Oliver Sacks, “The Power of Music.” Brain 129, (2006): 2528.
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relationships, and the active engagement and intentionality of our
lives. Therefore, the investment of silence is key to intentional
listening and meaningful human interactions from storytelling to
relationships to intelligence.
A common misperception about the relationship between music
and intelligence is that of the Mozart effect, which states that listening
to Mozart’s sonatas leads to an increase of IQ, particularly when
regarding spatial-temporal cognitive abilities.8 This effect, however, is
not enduring and its influence is limited to the same day or one day
after exposure to the piano sonatas.9 Despite the limitations of the
Mozart effect, however, there are still experimentally sound
hypotheses, which conclude that while Mozart’s globally-renowned
works are not a direct and major way of increasing intelligence, they
are indeed an example of how music can have a great influence on
our emotions and arousal. This impact on emotion and arousal
extends to more than just classical music but to all kinds of music,
which stimulate various emotional states.10
With music as a constant stimulus in the 21st-century society and
always on hand, both literally and figuratively, its accessibility and
convenience promote the increase in the volume of time we allow for
its influence in our daily lives. While this use of technology can be
very advantageous, John Cage and his composition of the 1952 piece
titled 4’33’’ depicts the need to silence our devices and to become
more aware of our environment (“John Cage Complete Works”).11 As
a composer, he challenges our society by creating and performing on
stage a melodically silent piece. This controversial performance forces
the audience to listen to their surroundings and to recognize the
importance of opening one’s ears, for there is never truly silence.
Silence does not exist to John Cage because even when there is
nothing, there is always something. Silence is the ambient noises of
8Stephanie

M. Jones, and Edward Zigler, “The Mozart Effect.” Journal
of Applied Developmental Psychology 23, no. 3, (2002): 355.
9 Ibid.
10 North et al., 45-46.
11 John Cage, “John Cage Complete Works.” John Cage: An
Autobiographical Statement, johncage.org/pp/John-Cage-WorkDetail.cfm?work_ID=17.
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the environment that are present, yet go unnoticed despite the specific
potential of those stimuli and the “limitless field of potential
discovery” of the world around us conveyed by the presence of
silence.12 In an auditorium with no musicians strategically and
artfully playing their instruments, one can hear the breath of one’s
neighbor, the movement of someone behind them, the air circulation
in the room, the clock ticking, and even a pen dropping. Thus, a key
component of Cage’s piece is the engagement of the audience.
Without the prevalent stimulus of the melody of the orchestra, the
audience acknowledges the other stimuli in their environment at that
time and will then succumb to the “limitless beckoning to one’s
curiosity.”13 Additionally, today in 2020, there is a 4’33’’ app for the
iPhone, which allows people from all over the world to record the
ambient sounds of their culture and their environment and then share
this performance with the rest of the world.14 This global perspective
of silence not only portrays how music brings people together, but
also how any kind of music (instrumental, ambient, vocal, etc.) is
enculturated. From a very young age, humans learn to specialize in
differentiating and remembering the specific tones and rhythms that
are associated with our homeland.15 Trainor points out that the music
of each culture aestheticizes and expresses the social context of those
people and that place.16 Humans are partial to the type of expressive
art that is most common in their environment and their active
participation in any form of music contributes to the improvement of
the functioning of their brain.17 Therefore, music is much more than a
stimulant for increasing cognition. Music is a cultural understanding
and integration of human interactions and their environment.
While I agree that music is very much a dominant aspect of
cultures globally and that it has an impact on our intelligence when
regarding both spatial-temporal cognitive abilities as well as
emotional and arousal states, there is a quality of music that even John
Retallack, 377.
Ibid.
14 “4'33’ App for IPhone™.” John Cage: Official Website,
www.johncage.org/4_33.html.
15 Trainor, 129.
16 Ibid, 129-30.
17 Ibid, 130.
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Cage misses in his presentation of the influential art of silence. The
concept of non-existent silence and the emphasis of ambient noises
and its enrichment of curiosity come close to a holistic view of music,
but the essentiality of silence is its capacity to promote critical,
creative, and contemplative thinking.18 This type of thinking is
extremely important to our intelligence, interactions, and lives
because it provokes intention in our lives and intentionality in what
we do is what defines who we are on this earth and what we are
bound to achieve.
Recent scholarship overlooks the true impact of silence in nature
and its musicality. The need for a more organic and earthly beat and
rhythm to our lives is something that the 21st century fails to see. Our
attention is on the advancement of our careers and the future of our
relationships and the results of our tests, so much so that “noise
makers and the businesses that support them are as reluctant as
smokers to give up their bad habits” of excessive distractors, thus
inhibiting people of their Constitutional rights and of proper health
and wellness.19 Interactions of this hustle and bustle lifestyle can be
psychologically and physiologically draining. Much of our energy is
devoted to our well-being and our careers, so when an aspect of life is
interfering with both sleep and work production, it becomes salient in
that it needs to be adjusted.20 Particular health effects of the 21stcentury noise pollution include hearing impairment, deficiency of
spoken communication, disruption of sleep, cardiovascular issues, as
well as negative effects on mental health and social behaviors.21 Each
of these issues and their effect on the well-being of people in our
communities points to the need for a turn to intentional silence. We
need to move past the “inertia” and “reluctance to change” our
societal norms in order to better our society as well as each individual
within it.22 The call to silence could not be louder. The 21st-century
society longs for reconnection with the earth and disconnection from
Gerald W. Bracey, “If Not Golden, Silence May Be Helpful.” The Phi
Delta Kappan 68, No. 5 (1987): 398.
19 Lisa Goines, and Louis Hagler, “Noise Pollution: A Modern
Plague.” Southern Medical Journal 100, no. 3 (2007): 293.
20 Ibid, 288.
21 Ibid, 289-91.
22 Ibid, 293.
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the mechanics and engines conspiring together to overpower the
productivity and human qualities of our society. This lifestyle of
booming businesses and a dedicated workforce is upbeat and
energetic, yet fully capable of burning out due to these excessive
stresses in our current environment. Therefore, we need silence in
order to redirect our attention to where our hearts truly lie and to
realign the rhythm of our lives with the earth. The music of nature has
a way of connecting us with ourselves and with each other, which is
something we could all use in a society where it is so easy to get lost
in the masses. The music and silence of the earth epitomizes the
importance of the individual. It is this individuality and personal
connection to our environment and society that is essential for
understanding oneself so that one can better and more intellectually
and intentionally comprehend the world.
Silence re-defined for the 21st-century society means silencing
technology and the to-do lists and the constant thoughts running
through our minds. As John Cage states, it is never truly silent.23 Even
if we seclude ourselves from the hustle and bustle of the American
lifestyle, there is a constant stream of consciousness, a constant need
for background music, noise or voices to offset and ignore the
vulnerability of the silence. This continuity of background stimuli is a
“manmade plague of environmental noise from which there is
virtually no escape.”24 Everywhere we go there is noise and while the
beat and rhythm of our favorite songs provide a sense of home and
comfort, this constant and overpowering stimuli denies us of our
“Constitutionally guaranteed right of domestic tranquility.”25 This
pollution originally had good intentions in that certain sounds
promote certain moods for each individual person and hence enhance
their state of learning,26 but the noise of this century has become so
domineering that is has transformed from productive to destructive.
There is also a feeling of missing out on an event or forgetting to do a
task or needing to be working on a project, but in reality, some of the
most productive times in terms of quality of life are when people

Cage.
Goines et al., 287.
25 Ibid.
26 North et al., 50.
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unplug, decompress, and explore the great outdoors.27 It is during
these times of silence that humans are able to reconnect with the
world our lives thrive upon. The straining city lights, the blue lights of
screens, the never-ending background noise, the buzz of iPhones and
Apple watches overwhelm our nervous and sensory systems and lead
to many aversive effects.28 There is so much information that enters
our brains to be organized, but we have been encultured to neglect the
natural and organic stimuli in order to hone in on the new,
innovative, and technologically transformative stimuli. This selective
attention, while normally advantageous, is detrimental because we
have prioritized incorrectly. As modern day humans, our “passive
perceptual selection” and “active cognitive control” prioritize living in
the 21st century and minimize the interference of distractors such as
the environment, other organisms, and the outdoors as a whole.29 In
this capacity, our internal sensory and cognitive mechanisms have led
us to misconceive which features of our lives are salient and which are
irrelevant. This focus on life of the 21st century, its booming
businesses, the exponential growth of the internet and of the human
population narrows our brain’s capacity to engage with our tried and
true environment as well as hinders its capacity to think outside of the
box and to reflect on who we are and how what we do changes the
earth we live on and not just the people we live with. This pollution of
distractors and distorted selective attention of the 21st century has
caused the unique and natural sounds of the place humans have
called home for millions of years to decrease in salience to the point of
hardly noticeable background noise and has even induced aversive
psychological and physiological effects. Thus, the vast majority of
modern people neglect this necessary aspect of our intelligence:
silence that focuses on the earthly sounds of Mother Nature.
The facet of intelligence that the 21st century pushes aside is that
of contemplation and the importance of silence as a catalyst for
creative innovations and eye-opening perspectives. Our involvements
Winter, 62-63.
Goines et al., 289-91.
29 Nilli Lavie, et al, “Load Theory of Selective Attention and Cognitive
Control.” Journal of Experimental Psychology: General 133, no. 3 (2004):
351.
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and passions say so much more about who we are as people than the
numbers correlated with our so-called “intelligence.” The only way to
dive deep into our passions is to reflect upon that which drives us
each and every day to keep going. We need to devote time to opening
our ears to the earthly environment because while neither our minds
nor music can ever truly be silent, the redirection of our attention to
more natural music and contemplative consciousness promotes a
better sense of self as well as more meaningful and intentional
experiences.
Presence with the earth is now more important than ever in
developing a better understanding and awareness of the foundation
of simple bodily and mental systems in addition to enhancing the
cognitive abilities of the mind. Turning to silence as a form of social
advocacy will do much more than limit the adversities of noise
pollution,30 for it will also encourage people to go outdoors where one
can be present, reflect, and imagine without the overstimulation of the
21st-century lifestyle. This kind of presence emphasizes that these
moments of silence transform our thinking, encourage creativity,
provoke advocacy, and will, in the end, be the ones that matter most.
These experiences are when we find who we truly are because it is
here that we are defamiliarized and, hence, activated to feel what our
hearts beat for and to hear what our minds think. This engagement
with earthly silence and enhancement of being present is intelligence.
This interaction with the sacred silence and music of nature is
crucial to the development of our wisdom because it enhances both
our sensory and cognitive abilities. These moments of vulnerability
change the trajectory of our lives. Listening to the sound of the wind
among the trees, the birds chirping in the morning, the rain against
the crisp leaves, the thunder rumbling across the soft earth, and the
tranquility of the night sky creates a time in space for our minds to
intentionally wander. This time of contemplation and imagination
emphasizes being present in the moment. This is not like silent
meditation in which the goal is to maintain attentive focus to the one
particular task of breathing and to ignore all stimuli in the
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environment and not let the mind wander.31 This presence is rather an
active engagement and interaction with one’s surroundings in a very
intentional and welcoming way. It allows for wandering of the mind,
but pays close attention to the meaning of the wandering and
recognizes the importance of these topics in regards to personal life,
personal passions, and personal motivation.
Music acts as a stimulant for meaningful human interactions as
well as emotions32 and as a distraction from individual awareness of
the beauty of the earth and all that it ignites within us in order to
influence our intelligence;33 therefore, the balance of each kind is key
to maximizing our wisdom and achieving our full potential. The
search for truth, the acquiring of knowledge, and the bettering of
ourselves cannot be entirely expressed through the Mozart effect and
its successes or failures, but rather a combination of the culture of
classical music and its influence on modern music as well as 21stcentury interactions and the importance of intentionally listening to
conversational voices and the inspirational sounds of life on earth.
This integration of the music of nature and sacred silence in our
lives will contribute greatly to intentional listening because it will aide
us in enhancing our ability to hear, to engage, and to be. Through our
experiences with silence, we will be more prepared to remain silent
and to actively listen when someone else is speaking. We will be more
comfortable with the silences of an interaction because they need not
all be awkward nor all be filled. Silence will enhance the capacity of
our ears and the capacity of our minds which will enable us to have a
broader, more open, yet intentional perspective. This open
perspective is foundational to the betterment of our relationships as
well as our intelligence. Not only is solitary reflection key to the
simulation of our minds, but it is also key to the stimulation of
relationships in that it provides an understanding of the importance
of silence as a space for vulnerability and storytelling.

Jesus Montero-Marin, et al, “Psychological Effects of a 1-Month
Meditation Retreat on Experienced Meditators: The Role of NonAttachment.” Frontiers in Psychology 7 (2016): 1935. PMC. Web, 2.
32 Sacks, 2528-9.
33 Goines et al., 287.
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Music is said to lead our brains to predicting the future,34 but the
beauty of silence is precisely that it does not. Silence requires one to
focus on what they’re are currently hearing because they do not know
the next stimuli they will perceive, so they must remain engaged even
as a member of the audience. Much like storytelling, classical music
and the music of the outdoors have a sense of predictability, yet also
curiosity and active participation. In each of these experiences, one
must be fully engaged, intentionally listening, and critically thinking
about the form of art one is hearing and the meaning it is portraying.
Performing art such as this necessitates audience attention and
participation because in vulnerable and meaningful experiences, the
environment relies on humans with active and functioning ears to not
only hear, but to purposefully listen.35
This purpose of being heard and understood can be seen in
advocacy through storytelling. Silence today is viewed as something
that is not consent, for consent in the 21st century is defined as “the
presence of a yes…rather than the presence of a no.”36 And it is true,
silence is not consent for unwanted actions, but, on the other hand, it
is consent for conversation. The tranquility and openness of the sound
of nature is an opportunity to learn something new, hear something
new, engage in something new, and think something new. The sound
of society in its hustle and bustle and its biased views and its
regimented mainstream ways influences our thoughts more than we
tend to acknowledge; therefore, silencing the sound of society is often
necessary in order to give time and space to authentic, moral, and

Elizabeth Hellmuth Margulis, “Surprise and Listening Ahead:
Analytic Engagements with Musical Tendencies.” Music Theory
Spectrum 29, No. 2 (2007): 197.
35 Renee Edwards, “Listening and Message Interpretation.”
International Journal of Listening 25, no. 1-2 (2011): 47.
36 Annika M. Johnson and Stephanie M. Hoover, “The Potential of
Sexual Consent Interventions on College Campuses: A Literature
Review on the Barriers to Establishing Affirmative Sexual Consent.”
PURE Insights 4, no. 5 (2015) 1.
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vulnerable conversations,37 or as Horace said “favor me with
silence.”38 Our “hearing mechanisms are always ‘on,’” but if we limit
the undesirable pollutant sounds of our society, we can better
appreciate the power of the ears and their great potential for
productivity rather than disruptiveness.39 Instead of being
overwhelmed by the constant stimuli of the 21st century, the music of
nature creates a better environment for listening. With nearly half of
our communication time expressed through listening, the ears and
our hearing mechanisms are vital components that should be
protected and prioritized.40 This prominent power of listening is
significant because not only does it influences what we learn, but also
who we become and what we believe. For example, the Me Too
movement against sexual harassment and assault began in October of
201741 when people started to speak up and tell their story. They
broke the nonconsensual silence of society, yet embraced the silence of
their listeners as an opportunity to tell their story in order to inform
others of the truth. They reoriented the perspective of the audience to
see the need for both storytellers and listeners in forming and
maintaining a community that allows for “free discussion about these
things” because this kind of community is “likely to reduce the
prospects of harassment.”42 Along with the Me Too movement, the
importance of storytelling is exemplified through authors such as
Julia Alvarez who use their works to educate and advocate for
Kleio Akrivou, “The Sound of Silence – A Space for Morality? The
Role of Solitude for Ethical Decision Making.” Journal of Business
Ethics 102 (2011): 119.
38 Goines et al., 288.
39 Ibid.
40 Carine M. Feyten, “The Power of Listening Ability: An Overlooked
Dimension in Language Acquisition.” The Modern Language Journal 75,
no. 2 (1991): 174.
41 Bun-Hee Lee, “#Me Too Movement; It Is Time That We All Act and
Participate in Transformation.” Psychiatry Investigation 15, no. 5 (2018):
433.
42 Stephanie Francis Ward, “Times Up: As the Me Too movement
continues to shed light on sexual harassment and assault, sparking
changes in various industries, the legal and judicial systems have been
slow to adapt.” ABA Journal 104, no. 6 (2018): 50.
37

53

problems in underdeveloped countries such as the Dominican
Republic. She is a proactive supporter of the statement “stories have
power” and uses her writing as a way to “[get] the pebble out of [her]
shoe.”43 This pebble is what provokes activism through writing stories
for Alvarez, yet without active listeners these stories would never be
meaningful. Therefore, the sound of nature and the openness of
silence promote healthy environments that allow for open discussion
of difficult and sensitive topics. It is these moments and these
experiences that will define who we are because as Winston Churchill
once said “courage is what it takes to stand up and speak; courage is
also what it takes to sit down and listen.”44
In addition to storytelling, we value being present through
experiences such as sharing a meal with others and stargazing. These
experiences each have their own way of tuning into the sounds of
conversational voices and earthly music. “The practice of welcoming
in strangers and offering them food, shelter, and companionship” is
continually a valued part of every culture.45 The intimacy of sharing
stories and food with one another is incomparable to nearly any other
face to face interaction. Sitting around the table for dinner is when
“people encounter the other and literally familiarize that encounter
through shared meals.”46 The table is where people listen and learn
and live. It is where we build our relationships. “A significant part of
people’s everyday experiences” is sharing meals with others because
it is here when we find who we are, when we explore our curiosities,
when we enhance our friendships, and when we fully listen and
engage in the experience.47 The indescribable silence of people eating
Creighton University, “‘A Little Piece of Luminous Information’:
Julia Alvarez Reflects on the Power of Stories to Save Us.” Targeted
News Service, 14 September 2018.
https://www.lexisnexis.com/hottopics/lnacademic/?verb=sr&csi=2
99219&sr=HEADLINE(%27A+Little+Piece+of+Luminous+Informatio
n%27)%2BAND%2BDATE%2BIS%2B2018, 1-2.
44 Robyn Campbell, “The Power of the Listening Ear.” The English
Journal 100, no. 5 (2011): 169.
45 Alice P. Julier, “Eating Together.” (Champaign, IL: U of Illinois P,
2017): 186.
46 Ibid.
47 Ibid, 188.
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the food on their plate and the rich silence of listening to others’
stories, perspectives, and intellectual thoughts unites people of all
backgrounds, ages, and cultures. Along with social hospitality and
intimate dinners, we share this same appreciation for quality
experiences in other aspects of life as well. In a study of urban college
students, “96% of females and 94% of males claimed that they had
experienced something beautiful in their lives” and that this
experience greatly contributed to the quality of their lives.48 Such
experiences that were associated with the greatest “depth of
experience” included listening to music and those involving natural
environments such as sunsets, beaches, lakes, and stargazing.49
Despite the tendency for technology to encompass the majority of our
days, technology is not described as an aesthetic experience, but
rather “fun, relaxing, or addictive.”50 Therefore, it is important to
silence technologies such as phones and video games in order to
experience beauty and a better quality of life. Students in this study
found “aesthetic value in nature” and exemplified their “curiosity
about and acceptance of traditions and lifestyles other than their own”
through the high ranking of not only stargazing and sunsets, but also
traveling to other countries and cultures.51 Both this aesthetic value
and curiosity call for silence. These aesthetic experiences would not be
as significant without silence because the music of nature would be an
undertone rather than the thought-provoking, relationship-building,
intimacy-driven melody it has the capacity to be. We need silence in
order to appreciate the beauty of sharing a meal with others and the
beauty of the great outdoors.
This pull for stargazing and sharing dinner is due to the
opportunity for silence and for the exploration of a new perspective.
As a society we find value in escaping the 21st-century lifestyle in
order to enrich our interactions and to form more meaningful
connections with the earth and with the people we chose to actively
listen to and with.52 Intentionally listening to the earth, to
conversational and storytelling voices, and to the voice inside one’s
Winter, 60-62.
Ibid, 60.
50 Ibid, 63.
51 Ibid.
52 Campbell, 69.
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head promotes a more meaningful rhythm of life that emphasizes the
importance of deep thorough thought, communication, and action in
order to best enhance the continual growth and development of
relationships, intelligence, and well-being.
Silence, therefore, is an investment. It is something worth
investing our time and effort into because it engages us in more
meaningful interactions with the earth and with fellow humans and
our own minds. Silence allows for better listening skills, which in turn
“improves mutual understanding…and depth of communication.”53
(Campbell 69). The foundation of significant long-term relationships is
catalyzed by the activation of intentional listening through
experiences of silence and the music of nature. In addition to
relationships, silence’s power to promote active engagement of our
ears is demonstrated in various educational and professional fields
such as classrooms, managers in business, and medical doctors.
Regarding the classroom, one study found that “80% of the teachers
believed that listening skills are equally important across the
curriculum,” so teaching strategies that implement time for students
to formulate their own thoughts and ask questions about what they
are learning help to promote increased concentration and focus, all of
which necessitate silence.54 On the other hand, silence is required for
“honesty, mutual respect, understanding and a feeling of security in
the employee” in terms of the level of listening of supervisors in the
workplace.55 Lastly, purpose and need for intentional listening is
exuded in the significance of the stethoscope, which “embodies the
essence of doctoring: using science and technology in concert with the
human skill of listening to determine what ails a patient.”56 Without
silence, doctors’ ability to evaluate and diagnose the health of patients
would be greatly hindered. Thus, this silence-derived skill of
purposeful listening applies not only to conversations, relationships,
and advocacy, but also to educational and professional environments.
Invest in silence in order to enrich experiences of all kinds. Intentional
Ibid.
Ibid, 66.
55 Madelyn Burley-Allen, “Listen Up.” HR Magazine 46, no. 11 (2001):
115.
56 Howard Markel, “The Stethoscope and the Art of Listening.” New
England Journal of Medicine 354, no. 6 (2006): 551.
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listening is worth the life-long investment, for it contributes to not
only the positive and active improvement of education and careers in
the 21st-century, but most importantly to the happiness and wellbeing of people. “Listening well is the first step in developing a
trusting relationship” and the sense of feeling heard and understood
is key to building confidence and feeling of worth and love in
individuals, especially in those who have been abused, maltreated or
neglected.57 (Merritt et al. 2070). Implementing silence and listening as
an important aspect of our lives should, therefore, be our number one
priority, our number one investment.
Intentionality in our lives is fundamental to striving to be the best
version of ourselves. In order to live up to our potential extraordinary
intelligence as creative and cognitive creatures, we need to retrain our
brains to better listen to life on earth, to maximize awareness of our
surroundings, and to prioritize contemplation in our lives. Turning to
silence will stimulate a type of thinking key to our intellectual and
interactional achievements, a better understanding of oneself and
one’s individual importance as it pertains to intellectual growth and
intentionality in our connections (earthly and human), and the active
listening of the music of nature and the music of our hearts and
minds. This stimulation and renewing of our senses, rather than the
misperceived priority of the 21st-century lifestyle, will move
mountains in terms of increasing our capacity to hear and to know
what we’re hearing in addition to its meaning not only to our lives,
but also to our earth. With this incredible capacity to intentionally
listen and engage with the place that gives us life through experience
with silence, we will find greater purpose, exude greater critical
thinking and emotional intelligence, establish greater relationships,
show greater growth of character and live with a greater appreciation
for our world. Tune into the music of the outdoors, the intimacy of
human interactions, and the silent tranquility of the night sky in order
to appreciate the beauty of the earth and the immense intelligence of
human beings as we embrace all of our world, live intentionally, and
invest in silence.
Darcey H. Merritt and Susan M. Snyder, “Maltreatment Type and
Behaviors: Does Listening Matter?” Child Abuse & Neglect 38, no. 12
(2014): 2070.
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NARRATIVE FUNCTION OF TRAINSPOTTING
Sol Kim
Creighton University

Who needs reasons when you’ve got heroin? This is the main
question that a Scottish drug addict struggles with throughout
Trainspotting. Based on the novel by Irvine Walsh, the 1996 British film
Trainspotting captures the lives of a group of young heroin addicts
during the late 1980s in Edinburgh, Scotland. In a pivotal scene of the
movie, Lou Reed’s “Perfect Day” plays in the background as
protagonist Mark Renton slips peacefully into a heroin overdose
shortly after escaping rehab. Renton returns to consciousness bluelipped and gasping for air in the ER after receiving a Naloxone
injection. The pleasure depicted in the overdose scene juxtaposes the
vile consequences of using heroin. I argue that the narratives within
Trainspotting normalize extreme forms of pleasure and disgust
through the portrayals of drug use and sex.
This analysis examines narrative as a rhetorical act that prompts
audience members to question how themes of pleasure and disgust
work together to shape reality. First, I will provide background
information about the film and its political and cultural significance.
Next, I will deliver a literature review in support of narrative as a
rhetorical theory by providing theoretical grounding for my analysis.
I then report my findings which address the film’s expression of
pleasure and disgust through drug use and sex. After presenting my
findings, I will conclude by explaining how Trainspotting deepens
rhetorical critics’ theories about narrative by shaping a culture of drug
use and sex as both comical and transgressive.
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Artifact Description
Trainspotting, a critically-acclaimed piece of British cinema,
depicts Scotland’s struggle with its national identity as well as its
disturbing drug subculture through the narration of heroin addict
Mark Renton. A combination of historical and cultural factors have
led to a weakened sense of national identity in Scotland. The
narratives in the film reflect English political dominance along with
the influence of American pop culture. For example, the film often
refers to American icon, Iggy Pop, and incorporates American music
and fashion trends throughout. Renton expresses distaste for his
homeland and toxic friendships. Renton’s friends include Simon “Sick
Boy” Williamson, Daniel “Spud” Murphy, Francis “Franco” Begbie,
and Tommy Lawrence. Renton repeatedly attempts to get his life back
on track but falls back into old habits. Renton’s narration emphasizes
his struggle to escape from the everyday, by way of broken
friendships and his brooding addiction.
Trainspotting is just one example of how the media represents
addiction and drug use. Films such as Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas
and Requiem for a Dream display illicit drug content as the main
feature of entertainment. Professor Rachel Shaw researched the
narrative framework of violence in films such as Trainspotting, and
whether it was deemed justifiable to those participating in the study.1
Shaw interviewed six individuals from a local cinema about their
responses to scenes of violence. Shaw’s research reveals the
“significance of narrative in individuals’ experience of violence.”2
Shaw states, “the function of violent film is dependent on both the
story it tells and the narrative devices it employs in telling it.”3
Although Trainspotting is a work of fiction, it communicates a
permissiveness of extreme behavior – one that parallels Shaw’s own
research of audiences’ interest and reaction to screen violence.

Rachel Shaw, “Making sense of violence: a study of narrative
meaning.” Qualitative Research in Psychology, 1, 2004, 131. doi:
10.1191/1478088704qp009oa
2 Ibid, 146.
3 Ibid, 149.
1
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Literature Review
Narratives, or stories, dualistically gain meaning from their social
environment while providing the social environment with its
meaning.4 Shaw cites French literary critic Ronald Barthes’ claim that
“narrative is present at all times, in all places, in all societies; the
history of narrative begins with the history of [hu]mankind; there
does not exist, and never has existed, a people without narratives.”5
The abundant presence of narrative in society plays an important role
in informing public life. Stories help frame the way members of
society remember what has happened and help to understand the
world in which individuals reside.6 Pop culture encompasses media
that is consumed by the majority of a society’s population. Pop
culture incorporates narrative to influence people’s values and enable
meaning making.
Kristen Hoerl states that by engaging in everyday life and
entertainment “we inevitably participate in the political and social
struggles of our time.”7 Michelle Falter adds that pop culture is a “site
where social understandings are created and played out in an attempt
to sway people’s opinion.”8 In broad use, pop culture is comprised of
“everyday objects, actions, and events that influence people to believe
and behave in certain ways.”9
Deanna Sellnow provides a specific definition of mediated popular
culture which describes what “we experience through a media channel
(e.g., movies, TV programs, songs, comic strips, advertisements) that
T. R. Peterson, “Telling the farmers’ story: Competing responses to
soil conservation rhetoric.” Quarterly Journal of Speech, 77(3), 1991. 291.
doi: 10.1080/00335639109383961
5 Shaw, 132.
6 C. H. Palczewski, R. H. Ice, & J. H. Fritch, Rhetoric in Civic Life (2nd
ed.). State College, PA: Strata Pub, 2016, 131.
7 Kristen Hoerl, “Criticism of Popular Culture and Social Media.”
Rhetorical Criticism: Perspectives in Action, 2, 2016. 269.
8 Falter, Michelle, “‘You're Wearing Kurt's Necklace!’: The Rhetorical
Power of Glee in the Literacy Classroom.” Journal of Adolescent & Adult
Literacy, 57(4), 2013, 291.
9 Deanna D. Sellnow, The Rhetorical Power of Popular Culture
Considering Mediated Texts (3rd ed.), 2018, 3.
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may influence us to believe and behave in certain ways.”10 Sellnow
uses the example of US Weekly, which sends messages about celebrity
diets, fashion, gossip, etc. shaping how readers ought to believe and
behave. In the same sense, mediated popular culture messages shape
how individuals ought not to believe and behave.11 The concept of
pop culture mediating an individual’s moral behavior can be
identified within the boundaries of pleasure and disgust.
Kevin Glynn, author of Tabloid Culture, studies how the
production of disgust and popular pleasures portrayed in the media
are central to organizing and reorganizing the meanings society
makes of itself and the social world.12 There is something to be said
about pleasure and disgust that manifests the needs of an audience.
Author Jennifer Hayward explains what fictional pleasure in comic
strips say about the needs of its audience.13 After finishing each comic
strip, readers were left wanting more and in need of a “new narrative
experience.”14 Pleasure functions in pop culture to provide
impressionable narratives to its audiences. Hayward adds that
narratives generate pleasure from audiences through “collaborative
readings, interpretations and predictions and from generally sharing
gossip about characters and situations.”15
The concept of pleasure explains consumer behavior and its role
in pop culture. Audience members favor certain content for its ability
to make them feel good. For example, a popular television show
might be filled with comical material that keeps the audience
laughing. On the other hand, humorous content can make a caricature
out of what is problematically addictive or transgressive behavior.
Author Paul Duncum claims that “popular culture is both conformist

Ibid.
Ibid, 4.
12 Kevin Glynn, Tabloid Culture: Trash Taste, Popular Power, and the
Transformation of American Television. (Durham: Duke UP, 2007), 9.
13 Hayward, Jennifer, Consuming Pleasures: Active Audiences and Serial
Fictions from Dickens to Soap Opera. (Lexington: UP of Kentucky, 2010),
108.
14 Ibid.
15 Ibid.
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and transgressive in nature.”16 Conformity and transgression
characterize the mass culture of popular forms of media such as
television or cinema. Duncum cites Professor Malcolm Barnard who
argues “in a consumer economy, the dominant message of mass
culture is to consume, though many other mainstream messages
about class, gender, ethnicity, and so on are also embedded, all of
which has the effect of reinforcing social inequalities.”17 Duncum
further notes that mass popular culture offers pleasure as well as the
“appearance of liberality by including transgression.”18 The theme of
disgust emphasizes the transgressive dimension of pop culture and
explains how audiences incorporate what they see on screen into their
own realities.
Disgust is a basic emotion present in all cultures. Philosopher
Jenefer Robinson discusses aesthetic disgust, a paradox of disgust that
produces pleasure or a positive emotional experience.19 Robinson
argues that disgust is a negative emotion that functions as a source of
insight that contributes to society’s appreciation for aesthetic.20
Disgust is something that is “putrid”, “tainted, contaminated, and
contaminating.”21 Robinson attempts to overshadow feelings of
disgust that include nausea or wanting to withdraw from the
disgusting object, and instead, offers a paradox that contributes to
pleasurable aesthetic experiences.22 Robinson cites Philosopher Alex
Niell’s insight:
“Whereas the disgusting is not always amusing, it seems as
though the disgusting almost invariably has a fascinating
aspect. However, the intentional objects of fascination and
disgust seem to be inconsistent – being attractive and
repulsive respectively – and the characteristic responses of
Paul Duncum, “Toward a Playful Pedagogy: Popular Culture and
the Pleasures of Transgression.” Studies in Art Education 50, no. 3
(2009): 233. doi: 10.1080/00393541.2009.11518770
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19 Jenefer Robinson, Aesthetic Disgust? Royal Institute of Philosophy
Supplement 75 (2014): 55. doi: 10.1017/s1358246114000253
20 Ibid, 56.
21 Ibid, 62.
22 Ibid, 65.
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fascination and disgust are also inconsistent – magnetic
attraction versus more or less violent withdrawal. But
although the ‘attractive’ is often identified with the pretty and
endearing, some things attract us even though ‘unattractive in
the usual sense.”23
An example of how pleasure and disgust function together in pop
culture is the television show South Park. The show is notorious for its
sexual and transgressive material. Professor Jeffery Andrew
Weinstock studies the relationship between the abject and pleasure in
South Park.24 Weinstock articulates that “abjection arises from the
transgression of social taboos or the crossing of culturally constructed
boundaries.”25 South Park repeatedly features characters tasting or
eating their own feces.26 Scenes such as this would evoke intense
disgust. In his analysis, Weinstock argues that “by watching the show
repeatedly transgress the boundaries of social acceptability, viewers
complete the communication circuit vital to the show’s violations.”27
Consequently, narratives within pop culture have presented
audiences with extreme forms of pleasure and disgust, thereby,
normalizing what is seen on the screen. Narratives that portray
pleasure and disgust work together to establish a sense of familiarity
within audiences, keeping them coming back for more.
Pleasure and Disgust as Balancing Agents
Through its portrayals of drug use and sex, the stories
represented in Trainspotting normalize extreme forms of pleasure and
disgust. There are many scenes within the film that are too grotesque
to constitute an audience member’s idea of normal. However, the
film’s twisted presentation of drug use and sex somewhat alleviates
the bad behaviors that individuals encounter in everyday life. The
characters’ involvement with drug use and sex soothes the typical
viewer’s moral and ethical complications which are nowhere near as
Ibid, 75.
Jeffrey A. Weinstock, Taking South Park Seriously. (Albany, NY: State
U of New York P, 2008), 41.
25 Ibid.
26 Ibid, 42.
27 Ibid.
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extreme as what is seen in Trainspotting. The lighthearted displays of
drug use and sex shown throughout the film minimizes the negative
reaction to inappropriate behavior. Audiences may identify the
negative consequences of bad behavior, however, the film’s favorable
response among audience members shows acceptance of and lack of
sensitivity to its transgressive material.
The film is a form of mediated popular culture that sends
messages to help audiences discover the underlying moral of the story
and influence the audience’s beliefs and behaviors. Renton’s narration
along with the visual narratives presented in the film reveal several
examples of pleasure and disgust. By dissecting how the film’s
portrayals of drug use and sex are both pleasurable and disgusting,
this analysis aims to deepen the understanding of narrative function
in pop culture. I begin by examining one of the main focal points of
the film, drug use, and how it is depicted as both pleasurable and
disgusting.
Drug Use
Trainspotting depicts the pleasure that addicts receive from using
drugs. There is a feeling of adrenaline at the very start of the movie
that mirrors the way addicts feel on heroin. The view of heroin use as
a pleasurable activity is stressed by Renton’s narration: “Take the best
orgasm you’ve ever had, multiply by 1000, and you’re still nowhere
near it.”28 Heroin is a highly addictive narcotic that poses dangerous
long-term effects and risk of overdose. Renton’s voice over attests to
the pleasure associated with heroin use: “People associate it with
misery, desperation and death, which is not to be ignored. But what
they forget is the pleasure of it, otherwise we wouldn’t do it.”29 This
quote offers evidence to the normalization of extreme forms of
pleasure such as heroin use. The narratives within Trainspotting orient
the lifestyle of heroin addicts as everyday practices of choice – regular
individuals within society also make everyday decisions. In the case
of heroin addiction, the obvious choice is to outweigh the struggles of

Boyle, D., & Macdonald, A., Trainspotting. Great Britain: Miramax
Films, (1996). doi: 10.1080/00393541.2009.11518770
29 Ibid.
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everyday life with the pleasures of heroin. This is expressed by
Renton’s narration in the opening scene:
“Choose life. Choose a job. Choose a career. Choose a family.
Choose a fucking big television […]. Choose good health, low
cholesterol and dental insurance. Choose fixed-interest
mortgage repayments. Choose a starter home. Choose your
friends. […] Choose your future. Choose life. But why would
I want to do a thing like that? I chose not to choose life. I
chose somethin’ else. And the reasons? There are no reasons.
Who needs a reason when you’ve got heroin?”30
The momentary high attributed with heroin is enough to keep
characters like Renton seeking more. Despite his participation in a
drug intervention program, Renton visits his drug dealer Swanney
“Mother Superior”, and nearly dies after an overdose. Renton
recognizes the ravaging consequences of his addiction, but the
pleasure he receives from injecting heroin into his body interrupts his
ability to overcome his addiction. Renton’s tantalizing relationship
with heroin enables audience members to justify his toxic behaviors
by focusing on the satisfying aspects of drug use. The sheer pleasure
Renton and his colleagues receive from heroin downplays the
shameful consequences that ensue.
In contrast, the pleasure of heroin is accompanied by themes of
disgust. A notable scene in the film is Renton’s encounter with the
“the worst toilet in Scotland”. Renton relieves himself in the foul
bathroom and realizes he has dropped suppositories somewhere in
his diarrhea. As he searches for the lost suppositories, he somehow
manages to squeeze inside of the toilet and into clear blue water,
where he retrieves the opium suppository. This magical narrative
describes the disgusting reality of an addict’s lifestyle. The visual
display of a grimy public toilet, filled to the brim with feces, is enough
to make audiences’ stomachs churn. Yet, audience members continue
to watch in amazement as the scene transitions to Renton swimming
in a mystic sea of blue, signifying the euphoric effects of drugs.
Another example of how the portrayal of drug use invokes disgust is
the negligent death of Baby Dawn, the daughter of Sick Boy’s
girlfriend, Allison. One of the most horrific scenes of the film, Baby
Dawn is seen rotting in her crib after Allison and the rest of the
30
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addicts failed to properly nurture her. The element of disgust
engages with the audience to influence meaning-making of drug use.
Despite the unsettling emotions that accompany the film’s revolting
scenes, disgust operates as a form of entertainment that conflicts with
social acceptability and gives insight into the lifestyle of heroin users.
While Renton’s experience inside of a toilet demonstrates the horrors
of drug use as amusing, the tragic death of Baby Dawn juxtaposes the
film’s comedic expression of drug use and sexual misadventure. In
addition to the topic of drug use, the theme of sex is actively
reinforced throughout the film, and relates the pleasures of heroin to
the pleasures of sex.
Sex

Sex functions as a backup option in the film; when Renton and his
friends are not using heroin, they seek pleasure through sex. Renton
believes promiscuous sex renders less consequences than using heroin
so he decides to exchange one pleasure for another. The film hints at
Renton’s sexual tendencies when he watches the “100 Great Goals”
DVD that was mistakenly Tommy’s homemade porn video. After
watching the video, Renton’s narration suggests that he has lost his
sex-drive because of heroin. In an attempt to regain his sexual
appetite, Renton and his friends visit the club, Volcano, where the
portrayal of sex is most abundant. The club is teeming with sexual
energy, filled with loud music, dancing, and drinking. Tommy and
Spud have a conversation about their sex lives which calls attention to
the film’s representation of presenting its characters as “normal”
youths. During the club scene, the film references how Tommy and
Spud’s girlfriends read Cosmopolitan magazine to gather sex advice.
Additionally, the two women are talking in the nightclub bathroom
where a mural can be seen of Jodie Foster as Iris, a child prostitute
from the film “Taxi Driver”. Not only is this a metaphor for an
oversexualized, underage girl, but it also foreshadows Renton’s
encounter with a schoolgirl, Diane. Despite the film’s counter-culture
attitude, the pleasures of sex are conveyed in a way that resonates
with audiences due to its presence in pop culture.
Trainspotting alludes to sex as a pleasurable commodity that can
be interpreted as disgusting. Renton’s love interest in the film is an
underage schoolgirl named Diane. After meeting at the club, Renton
goes to what he thinks is Diane’s apartment, where they engage in
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sex. In the morning, Renton is horrified when he enters the dining
room where Diane’s parents are sitting. Diane walks into the dining
room with her school uniform on and Renton immediately realizes he
has slept with a minor. Sleeping with a minor is a criminal act and
Renton is conscious of his own disgust. The natural chemistry
between Diane and Renton distracts audience members from the
substantial age difference between the two. Despite being a young
teenager, the film introduces Diane’s character at the club, being
approached by several older men. The film denotes acts of pleasure
through Diane’s sexual relationship with Renton. Audiences are less
drawn to the fact that it is an illegal relationship. Rather, Diane is
accepted as a beneficial relationship in Renton’s life.
Another example in which disgust is displayed through sex is
the death of Tommy. After his girlfriend, Lizzie, dumps him, Tommy
resorts to heroin and contracts HIV. The film does not show Tommy
contracting HIV, thereby mitigating the disgust shown outside of the
camera lens. Tommy’s body is later shown strewn on the apartment
floor, cold and rotting. Prior to his death, Tommy tells Renton about
his temptation to try heroin for the first time after Renton tells Tommy
that heroin is “better than sex.”31 It can be assumed that Tommy either
contracted HIV through an infected needle or had sex with someone
also infected. In both examples, the film mulls over these
transgressions by reframing the narrative back to Renton’s struggle
with addiction. In this way, the film normalizes the disgusting
components of sex.
Contribution to Rhetorical Theory
The effect that pop culture has on audiences is expressed through
narratives and offers insight on how pleasure and disgust work
together to keep audiences entertained. The narratives presented in
Trainspotting show the effects of pop culture as both harmful and
productive. The elements of drug use and sex are considered immoral
by a culture that views bodily pleasure as shameful. Society often
receives negative messages about drug use and sex, but these
messages often disregard why people enjoy partaking in these
activities or how they become addicted to them in the first place.
31
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Additionally, messages that are critical of drug use and sex overlook
the disgusting aspect of it. Trainspotting generates sympathy from its
audience, but it is not your typical public service announcement due
to its inclusion of stomach-churning visuals and scenarios. My
analysis shows how pleasure and disgust, two opposite feelings, can
be dependent on one another. Narrative is used as a rhetorical mode
that helps reconcile the oppositional feelings of pleasure and disgust.
By presenting pleasure and disgust on screen, audiences are
normalized to certain content because its exaggerated form makes
unpleasant actions in everyday life seem not as unpleasant by
comparison. Additionally, Trainspotting incorporates drug use and sex
as serious elements in the film that fulfill comic functions. In response,
pleasure and disgust work together as balancing agents to
communicate the permissiveness of extreme behavior.
Conclusion
In this analysis, I argue that the narratives within Trainspotting
normalize pleasure and disgust through its portrayal of drug use and
sex. The film constructs narrative through the protagonist’s voice-over
and use of visual narratives. Renton’s account of his battle with
addiction and toxic friendships allow the audience to see a cinematic
representation of the lifestyle of a heroin addict. Though the film
illustrates pleasure and disgust, these fictional depictions of drug use
and sex normalize what audiences see on screen. Activities that incite
pleasure are often characterized as immoral or wrong by society.
Messages of these “bad behaviors” leave out the disgusting
component. Narratives containing pleasure and disgust operate to
balance these oppositional feelings. Trainspotting utilizes narrative
through its display of extreme forms of pleasure and disgust,
generating a response that views forms of extreme behavior as less
severe and permissible by society.
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WHERE ARE THE WOMEN?
A FEMINIST RHETORICAL CRITICISM
OF JESUIT DISCOURSE
Sarah Tooley
Creighton University

Integrating feminism of women into an inherently patriarchal
2,000-year-old religious organization has been one of the tasks of the
Catholic church as it has moved into the 21st century. This has been
inexplicably complicated by the deity of the faith being a male,
celebrated by all but guided by a tradition of a male-only apostolic
lineage. How do women, who for centuries were relegated to the
domestic sphere, find their place in the church? There are religious
orders for women to bind themselves to the Catholic tradition. Yet, they
are still a form of domestication with minimal, low-level authority and
leadership in the church. What is left for the women who sit in the pews
looking up to the altar?
In 1995 at their 34th General Congregation (GC), the Society of
Jesus issued decree 14 “Jesuits and the Situation of Women in the
Church and Civil Society”. The document was a partial answer to
integrating women into the Catholic church. It offered eight action
steps: “explicit teaching of the essential equality of women and men”,
“support for liberation movements which oppose the exploitation of
women and encourage their entry into political and social life”,
“specific attention to the phenomenon of violence against women”,
“appropriate presence of women in Jesuit ministries and institutions”,
“genuine involvement of women in consultation and decision-making”,
“respectful cooperation with our female colleagues in shared projects”,
“use of appropriately inclusive language in speech and official
documents”, “the elimination of all forms of illegitimate discrimination
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between boys and girls in the educational process”.1 Instead of
alienating women from the work of the order, the Jesuits that authored
the decree invited them into a camaraderie. The Jesuits identified the
oppressive reality for women, mentioned the benefit of their
relationship with women, as well as had women edit the document
throughout the drafting process. This served as a promotion of selfdetermination by expressing the Jesuit’s allyship for women’s causes.
Now 25 years removed from the introduction of GC 34 Decree 14,
audiences of the Catholic order have to ask, “so what?” Though some
Jesuits ears may perk up when Decree 14 is mentioned, there is not
much being done with the document by the order’s leadership. It seems
to just sit on the shelf of Jesuit organizational life. If this decree was
intended to address and act upon the social context of its time, why has
there been minimal organizational effort from the Jesuits to do so?
Obviously, the topic of women within the Catholic church begs for a
feminist rhetorical criticism, but there is more than just the gendered
nature that prompts this criticism choice. There has been minimal
Communications Studies scholarship that conducts a feminist critique
of religious documents. Moreover, there is almost an absence of this
critique on patriarchal Christian texts. Since Pope Francis has
established a new commission to study the diaconate for women, the
question of their role in the church is becoming ever more prevalent. In
this essay I explore the dichotomy of women’s advancement and its
own moral positioning through the discourse of the Jesuit GC34 Decree
14. Following this, I also examine how this discourse compares to that
of the other Jesuit and papal documents while locating the female
voices in Decree 14.
The Society of Jesus: Mission and Context
The Society of Jesus was founded in 1534 by St. Ignatius of Loyola
in the spirit of finding God in all things and mission themselves Ad
Majorem Dei Gloriam (For the Greater Glory of God). An exclusively
male religious order of the Catholic church comprised of Priests and
Brothers, the Jesuits primarily speak with a unified male voice on
matters regarding faith and society. However, in their ministry
General Congregation 34, “Jesuits and The Situation of Women in
Church and Civil Society.” (1995).
http://www.sjweb.info/documents/sjs/docs/Dr%2014_ENG.pdf
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outreach they seek collaboration with others who share their values.
Laypersons from all walks of life, including women, are invited to share
in the mission of the Jesuits and become part of the extended Jesuit
family. Their primary ministry of higher education seeks to educate the
whole person – mind, body, and soul – and form them into leaders for a
more just world.
There are six charisms that guide the curriculum of Jesuit
education, and all other Jesuit ministries. Four that originate with the
founding: Magis, Ad Majorem Dei Gloriam, Unity of Heart, Mind, &
Soul, and Cura Personalis. Two more contemporary charisms include
Men and Women For and With Others, and a Faith That Does Justice.
These two emerged when Fr. Pedro Arrupe, who is credited with being
the second founder of the Society of Jesus, defined “works of justice” in
the early 1970’s and called on the order to make it their prime objective
to form Men and Women for and with others in order to seek justice for
the ever-growing marginalized populations. At the time, this was a
radical change. The Jesuits’ embrace of ‘liberation theology’ was a more
leftist perspective within the Catholic Church. They aligned their vision
of justice work as being the intention of God himself; God identifies
with the poor and the marginalized. Since this adoption of ‘liberation
theology’ Jesuits have been characterized as being the more liberal
order of the Catholic church, almost dividing them from the more
traditional social values and beliefs of the main Catholic clergy.2
A few decades after Fr. Arrupe’s move toward liberation theology,
this commitment to justice work was reiterated at the 34th General
Congregation in 1995 Decree 3 “Our Mission and Justice”.
“The promotion of justice has been integrated into
traditional ministries and new ones, in pastoral work and social
centers, in educating ‘men and women for others,’ in direct
ministry with the poor. We also acknowledge our failures on
the journey. The promotion of justice has sometimes been
separated from its wellspring of faith. Dogmatism or ideology
sometimes led us to treat each other more as adversaries than
as companions. We can be timid in challenging ourselves and

This ‘leftist’ perception has been a point of criticism for the Society of
Jesus. Now with Francis taking on the papal authority as an ordained
Jesuit, the perceived liberal mission and ministry of Jesuits has become,
in a sense, more mainstream within the Church.
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our institutional apostolates with the fullness of our mission of
faith seeking justice.”3
Acknowledging the limitations that their mission work faces, the
Jesuits were seeking to renew this commitment with a more
conscientious focus in 1995 in their embrace of justice that extends to
the poor and often marginalized members of our society.
Another important dimension to note is the state of the feminist
movement at the time Decree 14 was written. The third wave of
feminism highlighted the voices of minorities and women of color who
had felt left out of the conversation during the women’s suffrage and
reproductive rights movements. This turning point was especially
embodied in the United Nation’s 1995 4th Conference on Women when
the Beijing Declaration and the Platform for Action was unanimously
adopted by more than 180 countries.4 This action plan was designed to
promote gender equality across the world with twelve critical areas of
concern: women and poverty, education and training of women,
women and health, violence against women, women and armed
conflict, women and the economy, women in power and decisionmaking, institutional mechanism for the advancement of women,
human rights of women, women and the environment, as well as the
girl-child.5 6
The preparation for the 1995 United Nations Beijing Conference
engendered opportunities for countries, governments, and other
institutions and organizations to respond --including the Catholic
Church. About that same time, Pope John Paul II published his open
“Letter To Women” and women began to question where their voice
was within it. In the letter, John Paul II tried to translate a secular social
movement of reclaiming women’s role in society into a Christian
context. Yet, of the letter’s 4,200 words ‘sorry’ is only used once and
General Congregation 34, “Our Mission and Justice,” (1995).
https://jesuitportal.bc.edu/research/documents/1995_Decree3GC34/.
4 “World Conferences on Women,” UN Women, accessed May 15, 2020,
https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/intergovernmentalsupport/world-conferences-on-women
5 Since the conference, the document has been adapted into national
agendas and continually reviewed by the UN council.
6 “World Conferences on Women,” UN Women, accessed May 15, 2020,
https://www.unwomen.org/en/how-we-work/intergovernmentalsupport/world-conferences-on-women
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‘apologize’ is never used. The letter ultimately served as a letter of
gratitude for women’s gifts. He mentions that the UN’s work is being
circulated throughout the various conferences of Bishops, but never
articulates how the church is tangibly implementing it in its “broader
vision...to promote the cause of women in the Church and today’s
world.”
A Feminist Criticism of Jesuit GC34 Decree 14
As noted, there is a great contrast between women’s advancement
and the Church’s own moral positioning. It is important for rhetors to
recognize both the contexts of their discourse as contingent and
building upon one another, as well as the “inherent variability and
multiplicity” of their audiences.7 Moreover, there is a palpable power
dynamic that is present within all these documents and especially
Decree 14. Being articulated by authority figures of the Jesuits and the
Pope himself, the discourse of these documents is a “political practice
through which power ebbs and flows.”8 Decree 14’s argument for a
greater inclusivity of women into the Church embodies the Jesuit
mission of working with the marginalized, while also challenging the
norms of the Catholic church at large to thank women for their gifts.
The intersections of gender and religion being historicized “becomes
more interesting for critics while its political utility is made less
predictable.”9
I examine the intersections of gender and religion through
discourse. Discourses not only characterize the ideas of the rhetors
themselves, but the audiences they address.10 In the case of these
documents, that is women. Discourse represents “an analysis of the
language seen as a system, as a form of interaction, as the social and

Bonnie J. Dow, “Authority, Invention, and Context in Feminist
Rhetorical Criticism,” Review of Communication 16, no. 1 (January 2016):
67.
8 Ibid.
9 Ibid.
10Andreea-Nicoleta Voina and Ada-Maria Țîrlea, “Feminist Rhetoric in
Barack Obama and Hillary Clinton’s Discourse,” PCTS Proceedings
(Professional Communication & Translation Studies), no. 10 (June 2017): 82.
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cultural processes of the language, as the analysis of its social effects.11
In feminist rhetoric, women are not the only ones enabled to produce
discourse as men can “circulate messages of feminine nature” and often
find credibility and efficiency in doing so.12 Developing male advocates
is integral to women’s advancement as it expands their reach to a
wider, more diverse audience than before. Feminist discourse is
intended to negotiate “gender identities, advancing an ideology of
equality.”13 The Society of Jesus has repeatedly conveyed that their
mission is to advocate for justice, and with Decree 14 they are striving
to extend that allyship to women.
Addressing the power relations of the existing dichotomy allows
the Society of Jesus, as an organizational rhetor, to engage in a more
feminine discourse. Furthermore, it facilitates a reconceptualization of
the identity of their allyship “in terms of discursive categories.”14 In
bringing attention to this, they are allowing for a “transformative
potential to challenge existing patriarchal systems and advocate coming
up with strategies to gain equal access.”15 The Jesuits are not shying
away from acknowledging male domination in a patriarchal society.
Rather, their organizational mission and ‘leftist’ positioning within the
Catholic Church make them a unique rhetor of feminine discourse. And
yet this discourse has remained stagnant as Decree 14 was not widely
circulated.
I utilize a feminist criticism to explore this discourse. I assume
that the patriarchal value systems present within our society “are
communicated in the language we use.”16The patriarchal value system
Zoë Garrity, “Discourse Analysis, Foucault and Social Work
Research: Identifying Some Methodological Complexities,” Journal of
Social Work 10, no. 2 (April 2010): 194
12 Voina and Țîrlea, “Feminist Rhetoric,” 84
13 Ibid.
14 Michaela D. E. Meyer, “Women Speak(Ing): Forty Years of Feminist
Contributions to Rhetoric and an Agenda for Feminist Rhetorical
Studies,” Communication Quarterly 55, no. 1 (February 2007): 7
15 Soumia Dhar and Christopher Brown, “A Feminist Criticism of the
Khajuraho Temple,” Conference Papers -- International Communication
Association, 2007 Annual Meeting 2007, 6
16 Lisa Gring-Pemble and Cher Weixia Chen, “Patriarchy Prevails: A
Feminist Rhetorical Analysis of Equal Pay Discourses,” Women &
Language 41, no. 2 (Winter 2018): 83
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at play is the Society of Jesus within the larger organizational context of
the Catholic Church. I also maintain a political agenda by which to
delve into the dichotomy of women’s advancement and the Church’s
own moral positioning, to emphasize that gender is intersectional with
religions. Moreover, gender itself must be understood within feminist
rhetorical criticism “as a condition of possibility and impossibility” for
the exercise of a rhetor’s authority.17
Initially, I followed Hoffman and Ford’s Neo-Aristotelian
evaluative guide to compare rhetorical strategies with the demands of
the rhetorical situation.18 This was done by recording evidence of the
artifacts’ situational elements. These included the exigencies, the
audiences that the rhetoric is catered towards, as well as the constraints
and assets that exist to either ease or complicate answering the
identified exigencies. Next, I utilized the feminist criticism of Foss to
scrutinize Decree 14.19 Within this method, Foss denotes a dual focus:
identifying and explicating strategies of disruption, as well as
promoting liberation and transformation. Again, this criticism is not
exclusively female but seeks to “eradicate the ideology of domination
that permeate'' all people.20 Foss delineates three alternative values to
this ideology: equality to eliminate classifications of superiority and
inferiority, immanent value to legitimize all peoples’ experiences and
perspectives, and also self-determination to empower individuals to have
autonomy over their life choices.21
In order to identify and explicate strategies of disruption, I utilize
the five that Foss numerates to code Decree 14 for feminist themes.22
The first is generating multiple perspectives, which aims to make space for
alternative points of view. The second is cultivating ambiguity, where the
rhetor intentionally drafts a discourse with a potential for multiple
interpretations. Techniques for this include repetition with slight
Nathan Stormer, “A Vexing Relationship: Gender and Contemporary
Rhetorical Theory,” The SAGE Handbook of Gender and Communication,
2006, 255.
18 Mary F. Hoffman, and Debra J. Ford, Organizational Rhetoric Situations
and Strategies, (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, 2010), 115
19 Foss, Sonja K. In Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and Practice. (Long
Grove, IL: Waveland Press, 2009): 142.
20 Ibid.
21 Ibid, 143.
22 Ibid, 148.
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changes, preventing narrative closure, and preventing the rhetor and
the audience from settling on a hegemonic perspective. The third is
reframing to compose an alternative perspective “to view a situation
from a different vantage point”.23 Techniques like using a new
metaphor or redefining a word, phrase, or title indicate this. The fourth
is enactments in which there is physical action that dispels the current
hegemonic view in order to affirm and reinforce a new, different
interpretation of a situation. Fifth and finally is juxtaposing incongruities,
much like an oxymoron, this strategy acts like enactments to “break
down existing perceptions and establishing new ones.”24
Together with the initial Neo-Aristotelian read, this feminist
critique will reveal the true Jesuit discourse of Decree 14. I then
compare these ideas to the established Jesuit/Catholic ideology present
within Pope John Paul’s Letter, the other Decrees, and Fr. Arrupe’
address.
A Feminist Read of Jesuit GC34 Decree 14
I structure my analysis in three distinct parts. First, I provide a
Neo-Aristotelian read on the broader contextualizing Jesuit documents
of the 1973 Fr. Pedro Arrupe address and the GC 34 Decree 3 to reveal
the Jesuit ideology that runs throughout them, to better frame my
analysis of Decree 14. Second, I analyze the contextualizing papal
document, John Paul II’s “Letter to Women”. This is more relevant to
Decree 14 as it was written in the same year and it also draws on some
general Catholic viewpoints of the woman’s role in the church. Finally,
I report on both my Neo-Aristotelian read and feminist critique of
Decree 14.
“Reading” the Contextualizing Jesuit Documents
Reinforcing the already established Jesuit educational
objectives of “a faith that does justice” and “men and women for and
with others”, the aforementioned Jesuit artifacts that contextualize GC
34 Decree 14 seek to further claim rhetorical agency for the Society of
Jesus. As a governing and dictating body at the General Congregation,
or through the voice of leadership in the Superior General's address,

23
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they identify the exigencies and conflicts that face the Society at that
time. Mainly this exigency is about a re-direction for the Society in
modern times, a focus on greater inclusion and care for their diverse
world. The Arrupe address initially instructs that the central Jesuit
objective is one of justice, “...above all make sure that in the future the
education imparted in Jesuit schools will be equal to the demands of
justice in the world.”25 Moreover, he makes an emphatic point that the
Society needs to be “…not merely resisting unjust structures and
arrangements, but actively undertaking to reform them.”26 There is
palpable urgency in this remark, and throughout the other documents.
It marks the need for education for future generations with awareness
and a conscious effort towards justice work.
In GC 34 Decree 3, the Jesuits note that the common charge to do
the work of justice “is deeply rooted in the Scriptures, Church tradition,
and our Ignatian heritage.”27 This builds credibility with an array of the
Society’s audiences by referring to their doctrinal heritage in
accordance with the Jesuit mission and ministry work. They also
connect this extensive heritage back to the two contemporary Jesuit
charisms of solidarity. “In justice, we must counter [consequences of
globalization] by working to build up a world order of genuine
solidarity, where all can have a rightful place at the banquet of the
Kingdom.”28 They trace this work back to their origins through
religious language. As a Catholic order it is in their prayers and
religious ceremonies that they renew their spirits to be able to work in
their ministries. Establishing a bond between a scriptural reference,
“kingdom of God”, and the work of justice and solidarity solidifies its
positioning in the Society’s mission. As these documents function as
chronological building blocks for one another. Altogether, they build a
body of mission-oriented rhetoric to disseminate throughout the
Society, its ministries, and even their more diffused audiences.
“Reading” The Pope’s Open Letter to Women

Pedro Arrupe, “Men for Others.” (1973).
https://jesuitportal.bc.edu/research/documents/1973_arrupemenforo
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26 Ibid.
27 General Congregation 34, “Our Mission and Justice.”
28 Ibid.
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Responding to the exigency of the papal situation with the
United Nations Women’s Conference in 1995, then Pope John Paul the
II writes this letter as his apology to women. “At the threshold of the
Third Millennium we cannot remain indifferent and resigned before
this phenomenon.”29 Here, John Paul II is drawing on the urgency of
acting now for both the sake of future generations, and because of the
Catholic church’s need to speak to women while the conference drew
great attention. He recognized a need for institutional inclusion of
women and articulated this in his letter, “[…]in a special way States and
international institutions, should make every effort to ensure that
women regain full respect for their dignity and role.”30 Yet, this
inclusion is generalized to institutions at large, not specifically within
the Catholic church.
This letter’s exigencies are eased with three rhetorical assets.
First, John Paul II makes mention of female representation in cultural
contexts. “In all these areas a greater presence of women in society will
prove most valuable...it will force systems to be redesigned in a way
which favours the processes of humanization.”31 This comes at a time in
which more and more women are becoming visible in leadership
positions. In the United States Madeline Albright has just become the
first female secretary of state, Ruth Bader Ginsburg has just been
nominated to sit on the same Supreme Court she had argued
discrimination cases in front of. By affirming this cultural shift, John
Paul II is aligning himself with a broader female audience beyond the
Church.
Second, he calls to mind systemic patriarchal oppression, an
appealing point in the context of the third wave of feminism. “Women's
dignity has often been unacknowledged and their prerogatives
misrepresented; they have often been relegated to the margins of
society and even reduced to servitude.”32 This also serves to constrain
the overall message, as it never explicitly calls systemic patriarchal
oppression just that. Third, John Paul II acknowledges women as
essential as they “[…]exhibit a kind of affective, cultural and spiritual
29John

Paul, “Letter to Women,” (1995)
http://www.vatican.va/content/john-paulii/en/letters/1995/documents/hf_jp-ii_let_29061995_women.html.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid.
32 Ibid.
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motherhood which has inestimable value for the development of
individuals and the future of society.”33 This is specifically meant for
the functional audiences of church ministries, especially in educational
settings. Their “inestimable value” deems them an asset for the
continuity of the Catholic church’s work. Women, overall, is intended
for a diffused audience but serves to benefit both his functioning and
enabling audiences of consecrated/lay women.
“Reading” Jesuit GC 34 Decree 14
Preceding the letter from Pope John Paul II, GC 34 Decree 14
operates as a preliminary response to the third wave of feminism for
the church, especially the role of women in the Society. This begins with
recalling the original charge to work for justice, “In making this
response we are being faithful, in the changed consciousness of our
times, to our mission: the service of faith, of which the promotion of
justice is an absolute requirement.”34 The governing and dictating body
of the General Congregation is grounding itself in its contemporary
missioning, framing this decree as fulfilling that. The authors of this
Decree also take the opportunity to offer their gratitude for women,
“Many women have helped to reshape our theological tradition in a
way that has liberated both men and women. We wish to express our
appreciation for this generous contribution of women....”35 This
language does everything short of call women an asset to the Society.
Authors of the decree took this as an opportunity to publicly and
explicitly articulate their gratitude for women's contributions. This is
carried by a cogent appreciation for the dynamic work women have
done, especially in the phrase “reshape our theological tradition.”
Easing the Society’s ability to answer these exigencies are three
rhetorical assets. First, the authors acknowledge the limitation of
vocality in the matter as they only speak with a male perspective. "We
do not presume that there is any one model of male-female relationship
to be recommended...Rather we note the need for a real delicacy in our
response.”36 They are subjecting the Society to humble themselves
before women in growing their collaborative relationship with them.
Ibid.
General Congregation 34, “Jesuits and The Situation.”
35 Ibid.
36 Ibid.
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This subservience to the greater knowledge that can be drawn out from
collaboration with both men and women, not just men alone, serves as
an asset that falls on receptive ears of a wider audience. Second, the
authors also acknowledge that this document is only as effective as the
audiences’ ability to interpret with clarity. "Without listening, action in
this area, no matter how well-intentioned, is likely to by-pass the real
concerns of women and to confirm male condescension and reinforce
male dominance.”37 Interpretation of this is dependent upon he cultural
contexts from which either the GC delegates themselves are coming
from, or the people and ministries to whom they will bring it back. It
could either serve to enhance or constrain the Decree’s rhetoric. This
strong, instructive language either primes the pump in the 'progressive'
Western world or incites debate in more female oppressive regions of
the globe. Third, the authors individuate the reality of the injustices that
have been perpetuated against women. “There is a "'feminization of
poverty' and a distinctive 'feminine face of oppression'.”38 Here, the
Decree is able to characterize women within the context of the Jesuit’s
ongoing mission of working with marginalized populations. It signals
an emphasis on the past state and ongoing treatment of women
concurrent with the Jesuit's articulation of their recognition of past state
and ongoing treatment of women.
Since the document was crafted with women’s issues in mind, GC
34 Decree 14 warrants a feminist critique where I look for the five
strategies of disruption of Foss. In generating multiple perspectives
throughout the document there is definite rhetoric that emphasizes
making space for women. Specifically, this is done by identifying
alternative points of view by calling to mind limitations of the society.
“we are more aware than previously that it is indeed a central concern
of any contemporary mission...It has a universal dimension...it cuts
across barriers of class and culture. It is of personal concern to those
who work with us in our mission, especially lay and religious
women.”39 Here, the authors actually distinguish that lay and religious
women are stakeholders of the Society, who have perspectives needed
for its work. They also attempt to situate the reality of women within
patriarchal oppression, “It is embedded within the economic, social,

Ibid.
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39 Ibid.
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political, religious and even linguistic structures of our societies.”40 Yet,
the Society also cautions that there is not any single dialogue or
solution that will remedy this issue. “We do not presume that there is
any one model of male-female relationship to be recommended, much
less imposed.”41 The authors of the Decree try to distance themselves
from any single narrative or any single point of view by employing this
strategy. In doing so, they are able to establish that the Decree, or the
Jesuit ideology in general, is not the dominant perspective or the only
one available.
In cultivating ambiguity within GC 34 Decree 14, there is evident
uncertainty in the specific audience the document is trying to address.
The authors of the Decree express gratitude for women that serve the
interests of the church. “We wish to express our appreciation for this
generous contribution of women, and hope that this mutuality in
ministry might continue and flourish.”42 Is this just to thank women
who work in retreat and parish life, or education too? Moreover, is the
ministry for women limited to these roles? This incertitude pervades
the Decree. The authors go on to repeat this gratitude multiple times
with only slight variation. “We thank women for the lead they have
given...we thank women religious…”43 There is no direct attribution,
but rather it is more spread out to craft a more generalizable address.
Also, there is uncertainty in the ways in which Jesuits are meant to
implement the calls for inclusion of women that this Decree articulates.
“Sensitivity is needed to avoid using any one, simple, measurement of
what counts as discrimination.”44
By allowing for more individual interpretation, the Society is
cautioning against taking any one point of view or perspective. This is
reinforced by cautioning Jesuits against falling back into patriarchal
division. “We should be particularly sensitive to adopt a pedagogy that
does not drive a further wedge between men and women who in
certain circumstances are already under great pressure from other
divisive cultural or socio-economic forces.”45 In stating this, they are
calling on the Society to be mindful of the impact of the measures they
Ibid.
Ibid.
42 Ibid.
43 Ibid.
44 Ibid.
45 Ibid.
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take. This prevents narrative closure of how to be inclusive of women,
even amidst the vulnerable populations that they serve. They also
maintain that there is no definitive hegemonic course of action to
maintain obedience to this Decree. “In this context we ask Jesuits to
live, as always, with the tension involved in being faithful to the
teachings of the Church and at the same time trying to read accurately
the signs of the times.”46 Here, the authors are urging their fellow
Jesuits to not only attend to the demands of the issue at hand, but to the
ongoing work of their vocation in the Society. This implores the Society
to enlist in this allyship while also still remaining true to their identity
as Jesuits. Yet, they do not mandate specific actions. Rather the authors
are underscoring the importance of maintaining their religious heritage
by reading Scripture, while also adhering to the contemporary mission
of the Society.
In utilizing the disruption strategy of reframing GC 34 Decree 14 is
working within the rhetorical, and material, situation to redefine two
key points. First, is the situation of women themselves. The authors
identify that “There is a ‘feminization of poverty’ and a distinctive
‘feminine face of oppression’.”47 Up until this point, there have been no
Decrees from any contemporary General Congregations that address
the concerns of feminism, much less frames them through the lens of
deep marginalization. Putting on a feminine face of poverty not only
humanizes their work of justice, but it also prompts Jesuits to pay
attention to the women of their work. Second, the Decree also redefines
the context of the Society’s relationship to women. It pointedly asks for
Jesuits “...to align themselves in solidarity with women. The practical
ways of doing this will vary from place to place and from culture to
culture, but many examples come readily to mind…”48 The Decree goes
on to list five of these “practical ways” that include paying more
attention to the violence perpetrated against women, “appropriate the
presence of women in Jesuit ministries”, as well as including women in
decision-making processes for ministry work.49 This is a specificity that
contrasts the two aforementioned strategies of disruption, as it offers
that tangibility of the inclusion work that is at the heart of the Decree’s
message.
Ibid.
Ibid.
48 Ibid.
49 Ibid.
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Enactment as a strategy of disruption is the more physical action
that dispels the current hegemonic view in order to affirm and reinforce
a new, different interpretation of a situation. As this is a written
document, there is no physicality present beyond the written calls to
action. Yet, Foss mentions that “rhetoricians who employ enactment act
and feel differently even when external conditions remain the same.
They act as if the changes they desire in the world have already
occurred.”50 Throughout the Decree the enactment is one of nondomination. This takes form in two ways. First is the reiteration to act in
a way that is counter-cultural for the Society, “In making this response
we are being faithful, in the changed consciousness of our times, to our
mission…”51 Reading the signs of the times, the Society is adapting
their mission in order to best serve the world in the state that it is.
Second, is the actual invitation to act. “In the first place, we invite all
Jesuits to listen carefully and courageously to the experience of women.
Many women feel that men simply do not listen to them...it will bring
about change.”52 Even though this seems simplistic, it is a means by
which women can be included in on the conversation and Jesuits can
live out the aforementioned five practical ways. It serves as a call to
action that bridges the tangible with the abstract of the Decree’s overall
message.
Finally, the last strategy of disruption that is apparent in GC 34
Decree 14 is that of juxtaposing incongruities. Merging categories once
thought to be mutually exclusive, the authors are seeking to unite the
values Catholic church with the interests of the women’s movement.
“Pope John Paul II in particular, has called upon all men and women of
good will, especially Catholics, to make the essential equality of women
a lived reality. This is a genuine ‘sign of the times’.”53 Here, the authors
are seeking to re-establish the women’s movement at the forefront,
reiterating that it is not just a cultural relic of the 1970’s.
Through cataloging the rhetorical components of these artifacts, we
are afforded greater insight into the ideologies that are predominant
within them. This was first done by reviewing GC 34 Decree 14 within
the broader Jesuit context. Next, Decree 14 was considered in light of
Pope John Paul II’s “Letter to Women” as they are situated within the
Foss 152
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1990’s third wave of feminism. Lastly, all the features of Decree 14 are
analyzed for their ideological correlation to the other artifacts.
Discussion and Contribution to Rhetorical Theory
The contextualizing Jesuit artifacts bolster the notion that the
mission of the Society of Jesus is to work for justice. This comes from
both their articulation of the specific doctrine of this mission, as well as
the imaginative ways in which they can live this out. While delineating
solutionary measures for individuals and institutions to implement
mission they intentionally prevent narrative closure. This cultivation of
ambiguity is intended to generate honest conversations, in that they are
not mandating standards across the order but rather allowing for
individual Jesuit ministries to envision this action for their own
situations. In hoping to transform dominating structures and relations
in Jesuit ministries, these artifacts identify that their work is not meant
to focus merely on political and economic justice. Rather it must
consider the intersecting dimensions, of a social analysis, that constitute
the varying cultures and communities in which they live and work.
Moreover, it reframes mission in a more tangible form of solidarity.
In Pope John Paul II’s “Letter To Women” he asks his audience to
reflect with him on the reality of womanhood. Though the word
“sorry” only appears once, the letter serves as an apology to women on
behalf of the church. Recognizing the oppressive forces that have both
held back and continue to restrain women throughout the world, John
Paul II also adds his hope for the future of society. He points out that an
increase in personal rights and general acceptance are “a matter of
justice but also of necessity”.54 In addition to his apology, John Paul II
also offers his gratitude for womanhood. He credits them with the
world’s sense of compassion, admiring their ability to connect on a
level that maximizes the personal during their interactions. He also
expresses their quintessence in the human race, calling them “part of
the essential heritage of mankind and of the Church herself.”
Adding a more specified tenet to the Society’s articulated mission,
GC 34 Decree 14 seeks to continue dialogue on the role of women in
Jesuit ministry. It begins by calling to mind the context in which this is
written, enhancing the order’s mission while also journeying with those
often not included in on these conversations. Next it progresses into
54
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conversation on the discrimination and exclusion of women.
Specifically, it addresses transgressions against women, especially in
Jesuit institutional life. The order offers eight specific actions which
Jesuits and laypeople can implement, in order to be more intentionally
conscious of including women. Overall, this serves as a call to action to
offer a more intentional invitation to commit the society in growing in
mission with the value “men and women for and with others”. Yet, this
does not totally grant agency to the rhetor(s) as they remind their
audience that they have no expertise in the matter as they are not
women.
Though they make mention of their relationships with women,
there is still an implication that Jesuits do not particularly have any
authority in speaking about women’s issues. Offering a listening ear as
Jesuits ministering to and accompanying women underscores the
Decree’s invitation to enact gender inclusion. Alongside the mission of
journeying with and caring for the marginalized people of the world,
the functioning audience of Jesuits within the order felt divided. It was
almost as if they were at the crossroads of either taking GC 34 Decree 14
as a charge to go forward, or finding themselves hesitant in taking on
another cause. Yet, this document was also addressed to the additional
audience of lay women within Jesuit ministries, as well as a more
diffused audience of women in general. The Jesuits, alone, cannot fulfill
their mission. GC 34 Decree 14 seeks to recognize this, doing everything
short of calling women an asset to the Society. The document intends to
assuage these alternative audiences with their explicit expressions of
gratitude and desires for inclusion, while also instructing its own
within the Society.
This study is, of course, limited in all it is able to achieve. Without
interviews to extrapolate the voices of the Jesuits who authored this
Decree, we cannot truly determine why this document has sat on the
shelf for all of these years. There were 10 different drafts before the final
document was composed. Future research should look to the
progression of these drafts to extract the feminine influence that
supported Decree 14’s composition. Moreover, if we were able to gain
access to interview data55, we would be able to delve even further into
the organizational narrative that this criticism seeks to articulate.
For future direction of research, it would be best to consult Dr. Margo
Heydt, a social work professor at Xavier University. During a sabbatical
55
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In regard to the contribution to rhetorical theory, GC 34 Decree 14
exemplifies the invitational rhetoric that Meyer details. This is based on
similar principles of Foss’s feminist criticism: equality, imminent value,
and self-determination. Meyer details this subgenre of rhetoric as being
one where “Rhetors who utilize an invitational style recognize the
inherent value in the ideas of others and, as a result, refuse to impose
their perspectives on their audience(s)”.56 By not forcing any one
hegemonic viewpoint, invitational rhetoric instead encourages
acceptance of the rhetor’s point of view because there is no conversion
process. It aims to validate alternate perspectives and offer the rhetor’s
idea for consideration. We see this contrasting from the papal
document, Pope John Paul II’s “Letter to Women”, that engages its
audiences with apologia. Rather than offering the ‘mea culpa’ of an
organizational apology, this papal letter is more about transcending the
conversation of inclusion of women in the Catholic Church. Pope John
Paul II attempts to move deliberations from the specificity of the Beijing
Declaration and the Platform for Action to a more general principle of
gratitude. He also makes use of differentiation as a rhetorical strategy in
that he takes the question of a woman’s role in the church out of its
immediate context and places it in a larger context of appreciation and
equity. In underscoring this distinction, the letter acts as a means for the
Pope to repair the image of the Catholic Church as an exclusive
patriarchy while reinforcing a more generalized and positive
recognition of women.
Decree 14 operates as a bridge between religious patriarchy and the
feminist movement coupling two seemingly incompatible interests.
While also enlisting the strategy of transcendence, Decree 14 explicitly
acknowledges the specific contexts in which the Catholic Church’s
transgressions against women exist. The authors make mention of
violence, poverty, and oppression that pervade the communities that
Jesuit ministries serve. What really sets Decree 14 apart from the other
documents of this criticism is its strategic use of intentional ambiguity.
This does not dilute the message, but rather makes space for
conversations about gender inclusivity that might not have happened
she was able to travel across the world and track down the authors, and
record their perspectives, while also discovering that there were in fact
women who edited the document.
56 Meyer, 5.
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otherwise. In creating that space, the ambiguity of the Decree delivers
an invitation to the Jesuits and other audience members to participate
in the Society’s new discourse. The intentional ambiguity works in
tandem with the overall invitational rhetoric to facilitate institutional
change throughout the Society, allowing the authors a greater degree of
control over their message that is not offered in invitational rhetoric
alone.
This criticism affirms the presence of invitational rhetoric, while
also extending it to feminist interests within religious patriarchy. When
crafted with intentional ambiguity there is a greater possibility to
provoke conversation around organizational issues like diversity and
inclusion. Furthermore, it stresses the limitations of apologia, like that
of “Letter to Women”, in its ability to generate a greater institutional
impact when compared to invitational rhetoric. Rhetorical criticism has
a direct relationship with authority, understood here in the exercise of
power and control. Feminist criticism seeks to untangle these and
uncover the driving ideas and beliefs behind them. Without consulting
organizational leadership of the Society of Jesus, who is to say why
Decree 14 has been seemingly untouched for the last 25 years? Further
examination of the discourse in the documents in this criticism has
revealed that generating organizational conversations around issues of
diversity and inclusion are only effective when they are sustained
throughout organizational life.
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LA RESTAURACIÓN DEL EQUILIBRIO:
CÓMO QUIROGA REVELA LOS FRACASOS JESUITAS
POR LA MUERTE A MANOS DE LA NATURALEZA
Bretta Nienow
Creighton University

Los hombres tienen una historia muy larga de manipular la naturaleza
para beneficiarse, controlar, y gobernar, lo que a menudo perjudica el
bienestar general de la gente vulnerable. Podemos ver este patrón
humano e innato—un patrón destructivo—a lo largo de la historia
humana, pero especialmente en los últimos siglos de nuestra historia.
Prácticamente desde el principio de la “civilización”, los seres humanos
han deseado gobernar sobre la tierra, y en muchos casos, oprimir a los
desfavorecidos con el fin de aumentar su propio estado de riqueza.1 Lo
conocemos como el colonialismo. Un ejemplo perfecto de este tema
histórico es la historia familiar de la destrucción y el maltrato de los
nativos en la ambientación de los siglos XVII y XVIII en el Gran
Paraguay, y en particular, las interacciones entre la tribu guaraní y los
jesuitas católicos. La completa falta de respeto por la vida humana, la
diversidad, y la paz demostrada por las fuerzas europeas durante las
misiones jesuitas en el Gran Paraguay es emblemático de la incapacidad
humana de entender, ni conquistar la naturaleza. Horacio Quiroga, un
escritor latinoamericano más conocido por sus discusiones sobre la
muerte, el proceso de morir, y la relación entre la muerte y la
naturaleza, ha explorado muy bien esta incapacidad humana de
entender, ni conquistar la naturaleza en su literatura. Entre sus obras
preexistentes, ha sido analizado muy bien que dentro de sus obras
Gilman, R, "The idea of owning land: An old notion forged by the
sword is quietly undergoing profound transformation." Living with the
Land: IC 8 (1984).
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Quiroga examinaba la ignorancia humana y la inevitable derrota
humana contra la naturaleza. Pero, nunca ha sido considerado que su
obsesión central de la incapacidad humana para conquistar la
naturaleza fue un comentario literario sobre las misiones jesuitas entre
los años 1600-1780 en Latinoamérica. En particular, las historias “A la
deriva,” “La gallina de degollada,” y “La miel silvestre” por Horacio
Quiroga son representaciones alegóricas de los fracasos jesuitas con la
gente guaraní durante los siglos XVII y XVIII. En este ensayo propongo
que los tres cuentos antes mencionados simbolizan la forma en que
Quiroga comparte el siguiente mensaje: las misiones jesuitas eran en
gran medida un esfuerzo destructivamente colonial de la corona
española que intentaron de imponerse sobre la naturaleza, así
condenándolas por un fracaso inevitable. Demostraré su empleo de este
mensaje con un análisis de cada historia, conectándolas
metafóricamente a la gente guaraní y a las misiones jesuitas por el tema
general del hombre contra la naturaleza, en que siempre predomina la
naturaleza.
Las misiones en el Gran Paraguay (incluyendo partes de Paraguay,
Uruguay, Argentina, y Brasil) comenzaron en el año 1585 cuando los
jesuitas llegaron a Asunción. Pero, la primera reducción fue establecida
24 años después, en el año 1609. En general, la corona española
instituyó estas misiones como un medio de “civilizar” al pueblo
guaraní. Pero, por muchos años antes de las reducciones, había
establecido otra manera—aunque más brutal—de “civilizar” a la gente
nativa de Latinoamérica: la encomienda. La encomienda había tenido
éxito con el propósito de “civilizar” a la gente nativa en México por
muchos años, al servicio de la corona española porque esta gente era
“fairly docile… were accustomed to labor, and were worth exploiting.”2
Por lo tanto, la cuestión obvia que se desprende de esto es ¿por qué no
utilizó la corona española las mismas tácticas de civilizar (una
encomienda) al pueblo guaraní en la región del Gran Paraguay? La
respuesta a esta cuestión radica en las diferencias percibidas entre los
pueblos nativos de las dos regiones. Según documentos de los
colonialistas españoles, los nativos que encontraron con más expansión
al sur de Latinoamérica “had few crops, were unused to labor, had no
Herbert Bolton, “The Mission as a Frontier Institution in the SpanishAmerican Colonies.” The American Historical Review. London: The
MacMillan Company; Vol XXII (1917-18): 45.
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fixed villages, would not stand still to be exploited, and were hardly
worth the candle.”3 Sin embargo, la explotación de los guaraníes
nativos seguía siendo un esfuerzo rentable para la corona española. Por
lo tanto, con la ayuda de la iglesia católica, se formaron las misiones
jesuitas bajo el pretexto de la evangelización, la protección, y la
civilización. Lo que sabemos de los motivos para el establecimiento de
las misiones jesuitas es, como escribió Sweet, “handicapped…by the
almost total absence of Indian testimonies… [and] by the ethnocentrism
and the self-serving character of most missionary reports.”4 Pero, uno
de los motivos más bien documentados fue “preservar” a las guaraníes
del “contacto masivo con el hombre blanco.”5 En su artículo, Toro
argumenta que aunque no está documentado, el verdadero motivo del
contacto limitado con "el hombre blanco" era porque “si morían [la
gente guaraní de enfermedades europeas] no podía tributar a la corona
española ni realizar trabajos para ellos.”
Con motivos establecidos de colonización en beneficio del dominio
español, podemos ver que las misiones jesuitas se establecieron con los
mismos motivos (pero no las mismas estrategias) coloniales que la
encomienda: beneficio financiero de la organización de la mano de obra
nativa en el Nuevo Mundo.6 Aunque en el Gran Paraguay a los jesuitas
se les dio la misión de introducir al pueblo guaraní a una forma de vida
"mejor" a través de la evangelización, viendo que el motivo principal de
"civilizar" a los nativos llevaba cierto beneficio financiero, sólo se
deduce que los nativos fueron vistos negativamente y deshumanizados
por la corona española. Según Sweet, había un “universal missionary
view of Indians as children barely capable of reason.”7 Además, aunque
algunos historiadores creen que las misiones jesuitas fueron
beneficiosas para el pueblo guaraní, muchos se apresuran a decir que la
organización de las misiones jesuitas era una “rigid, severe, and
Ibid.
David Sweet, “The Ibero-American Frontier Mission in Native
American History, I.” The New Latin American Mission History.
University of Nebraska Press (1995): 2.
5 Julián Córdoba Toro, “Misiones jesuíticas guaraníes.”
IberoAméricaSocial.com. 21 enero (2018).
6 John J. Crocitti, “The Internal Economic Organization of the Jesuit
Missions Among the Guaraní.” International Social Science Review 77, no.
1-2 (2002): 3.
7 Sweet, 2.
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meticulous regimentation” de la vida guaraní.8 En un raro testimonio
nativo documentado, un guaraní dentro de una misión escribió “Ya no
se puede sufrir la libertad de estos que en nuestras mismas tierras
quieren reducirnos a vivir a su mal modo.”9 Las tensiones entre la
corona española, la iglesia católica, los jesuitas, y la gente guaraní
estallaron en el ano 1754 con el comienzo de la rebelión guaraní. Esta
rebelión estaba en repuesta al Tratado de Madrid que obligaba a los
guaraníes de las seis misiones más orientales que abandonaran su tierra
que iba a convertirse en territorio de Portugal. Esta rebelión finalmente
fracasó, y fue despilfarrado tras el brutal asesinato de niños y mujeres
guaraníes inocentes, así como rebeldes al cerro Caibaté en el diez de
febrero, 1756. Poco después, las misiones se despoblaron y los jesuitas
fueron expulsados de Latinoamérica.10
Más de un siglo después, Horacio Quiroga, un escritor uruguayo,
que nació en el año 1878, se vio profundamente afectado por las ruinas
de estas misiones abandonadas. De hecho, según Francisco Torres en su
artículo “Horacio Quiroga,” en la obra de Quiroga “se pueden
identificar dos etapas. La primera, en la que la influencia de Edgar
Allan Poe es notoria, y la segunda, en la que su estancia en Misiones,
como fotógrafo en una expedición de Leopoldo Lugones, nos presenta
al hombre en su lucha con los elementos de la naturaleza.”11 Lo que es
clave saber de esta expedición con Lugones es que “Para hacer la
crónica y la interpretación de la empresa, Lugones no sólo visitó las
ruinas misioneras y se bebió cuanta historia de la Compañía de Jesús
estuvo a su alcance,” pero también trató de entender el tipo de hombre,
la motivación, y el espíritu responsable de la implementación de las
misiones.12 Entonces de sus estudios, Lugones sintió que “Lejos de un
humanismo a ultranza, los jesuitas fundaron un imperio teocrático en el
que la enseñanza de las artes y los despliegues arquitectónicos, que
tanto se les han ensalzado como suprema filantropía, estaban
destinados a imponer una fe que poco entendían los indígenas debido a
las abstracciones que conllevaba.”13 Y así vemos esta influencia
Ibid.
Córdoba Toro.
10 Ibid.
11 Vicente Francisco Torres, “Horacio Quiroga.” Tema y variaciones de
literatura: los suicidas en la literatura 40 (2013): 49.
12 Ibid, 50.
13 Ibid.
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tantísima sorprendente que formó la obra de Quiroga, no solo en
términos de encender su obsesión con la selva, sino en el aprendizaje de
la realidad de las misiones jesuitas que ocurrieron en el mismo lugar
que él consideraba durante muchos años su patria.
Además de la influencia de la selva en la obra de Quiroga, es
clave discutir la influencia de la muerte, especialmente en contexto con
sus experiencias familiares y personales a lo largo de su vida. En
realidad, es un tema de discusión inevitable al analizar algunas de sus
obras literarias más famosas. Según Fleming, “la cifra del horror [en los
cuentos de Quiroga] es la muerte. Esta obsesión se puede explicar con
solo repasar su biografía.”14 En resumen, la vida de Quiroga estaba
llena de la muerte física y sus propias ideaciones de la muerte. Su padre
biológico se murió accidentalmente cuando era bebé, y más tarde en la
vida, su padrastro se suicidó; Quiroga mismo lo encontró muerto.
Después, en el plazo de dos años, dos hermanos de Quiroga se
murieron, y Quiroga accidentalmente disparó y mató a su amado
amigo. Uno de sus últimos encuentros indirectos con la muerte ocurrió
cuando su esposa de seis años se suicidó. Y, finalmente, a cincuenta y
ocho años, Quiroga fue diagnosticado con una forma incurable de
cáncer. Al día siguiente de su diagnóstico, Horacio Quiroga fue
encontrado muerto por haber ingerido cianuro. “Fue la victoria de su
adversaria, no abstracta y siempre presente, la muerte.”15 Y, por lo
tanto, estas tragedias iniciaron su escritura temática en gran medida
centrada en la muerte y la naturaleza, que evidentemente se influyó por
los trágicos acontecimientos que compusieron su vida.
“A la deriva” es una de las muchas historias de Quiroga que se
centra en la muerte, pero es más relevante en el contexto de ese ensayo
porque representa figurativamente las misiones jesuitas fallidas del
siglo XVIII. De hecho, la premisa completa de la trama es secuenciar los
acontecimientos que conducen hasta el punto de la muerte del
protagonista. La trama de esta historia se enfoca en un hombre que es
mordido por una serpiente, y trata de escapar de su propia muerte
inevitable a través de su ignorancia e incompetencia humana. “A la
deriva” enfatiza que el hombre siempre perderá cuando se enfrenta a la
L. Fleming, (ed.) Horacio Quiroga. Cuentos. (Madrid: Cátedra (Letras
hispánicas, 1994): 21.
15 T. Roque da Silva, “Horacio Quiroga: la muerte como adversaria en
su obra.” 4 (julio 2002): 171.
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naturaleza. En la historia, el autor nunca menciona el nombre del
protagonista, lo que demuestra la intención del autor de representar
toda la humanidad—o por lo menos a todos los hombres—a través de
este personaje especifico y que, contra la naturaleza, siempre fallará la
humanidad. Después de ser mordido por una serpiente venenosa, el
protagonista trata de usar una canoa para buscar ayuda en la cuidad de
Tacurú-Pucú. Durante su pasaje en canoa, que “reina en él un silencio
de muerte,” parece que la naturaleza le da una sensación de consuelo
falso porque “El hombre que iba en ella se sentía cada vez mejor.”16
Pero, como lectores, sabemos que la salud del hombre no se está
mejorando, y que él se está volviendo delirante. Al fin, el hombre “cesó
de respirar,” que representa el destino del protagonista: que había
perdido, y que la naturaleza había prevalecido.17
“A la deriva” por Horacio Quiroga es una metáfora alegórica de los
fracasos jesuitas para civilizar a la gente guaraní, demostrada por sus
conexiones geográficas y temáticas. La primera conexión que se nota
entre las misiones jesuitas en el siglo XVIII y “A la deriva” es
puramente geográfica. Es importante ser consciente de que la
ambientación de “A la deriva” (un área a lo largo de la Paraná) durante
el siglo XVIII habría sido un área relativamente remota que ciertamente
estaba habitada por varias tribus nativas, y casi con seguridad habría
sido contactado, si no impactado en gran medida por las misiones
jesuitas documentadas cercanas.18 Además, el hombre siempre perderá
cuando se enfrenta a la naturaleza. Si pensamos en las misiones jesuitas
más de manera abstracta, centrándonos específicamente en que la
versión occidental de la “civilización” era mucho más industrial y la
forma de vida guaraní fue relativamente “primitiva” en comparación,
podemos diluir a los dos grupos en descripciones más simples. Yo
sostendría que la naturaleza en “A la deriva” representa
figurativamente el pueblo guaraní, que no podía ser civilizados por los
jesuitas. Por consiguiente, el protagonista humano (equivalente a toda
la humanidad) de “A la deriva” que murió por el veneno natural
representa los jesuitas quienes no pudieron “civilizar” al pueblo
Horacio Quiroga, Cuentos. ed. Carlos Dámaso Martínez y Gastón
Callo. (Buenos Aires: Losada, 1997): 108.
17 Ibid, 109.
18 Annette Crocker, “The Missions and Falls of the Yguassu.” Le Tour du
Monde 2, (Augusto 29, 1896): 195-202.
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guaraní. Las ambas representaciones revelan la incapacidad del hombre
para “civilizar” la naturaleza.
Otra conexión entre “A la deriva” y las misiones jesuitas es la
relación entre dos seres humanos. A pesar de la belleza natural que
rodea a los seres humanos, en ambas la historia de Quiroga y la
realidad para los nativos y jesuitas viviendo durante el siglo XVIII en el
Gran Paraguay, las personas en poder parecen incapaces de tratar a las
otras personas a su alrededor con la misma belleza. En “A la deriva” el
protagonista tiene una esposa, y por esta relación, podemos ver que
él—por lo menos—desconfía de ella. En el diálogo con su esposa, esta
desconfianza se manifiesta plenamente: “—¡Te pedí caña, no agua! –
rugió de nuevo–. ¡dame caña! —¡Pero es caña, Paulino! –protestó la
mujer espantada. —¡No, me diste agua! ¡Quiero caña, te digo!”19 Así en
esta cita, vemos que el hombre no tiene ninguna confianza en su esposa,
ni en su inteligencia; él duda de ella, y se siente que él es superior. Esta
actitud es muy similar al colonialismo de España y Portugal durante el
siglo XVIII. En muchos sentidos, España y Portugal estaban
esclavizando al pueblo guaraní, y a cambio, dándoles muy poco de la
“protección” que les habían prometido. En 1750 se firmó el Tratado de
Madrid, que requería que España trasladara a unos 30.000 guaraníes
que vivían en las misiones jesuitas. Como podría anticipar, muchos
nativos guaraníes que habían vivido en tierras específicas por varios
siglos se opusieran fuertemente a estas órdenes. En respuesta, España y
Portugal desataron una guerra contra los nativos, matando a muchas
mujeres y niños inocentes, y dejando muchas de las misiones jesuitas en
ruinas.20 Por lo tanto, en ambos “A la deriva” y en los fracasos de las
misiones jesuitas, vemos una completa falta de humanidad. En cambio,
vemos que se ejerce el poder para explotar y herir a los vulnerables.
Una segunda obra de Quiroga que es más bien una metáfora literal
entendida de las fallidas misiones jesuitas es “La gallina degollada.”
Narra la historia de una pareja—Berta y Mazzini—que tiene cuatro
hijos, todos los cuales se enferman y se convierten en “idiotas.” Cuando
la pareja tiene su quinta hija, Bertita, que está completamente sana y
normal, los padres comenzaron a mimarla, y por eso “no hubo ya para
Quiroga, 107.
Tamar Herzog, “Guaranis and Jesuits, Bordering the Spanish and
Portuguese Empires.” ReVista: Harvard Review of Latin America 14, no. 3
(2015): 50-52.
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los cuatro hijos mayores afecto posible. La sirvienta los vestía, les daba
de comer, los acostaba, con visible brutalidad. No los lavaban casi
nunca. Pasaban casi todo el día sentados frente al cerco, abandonados
de toda remota caricia.”21 Al igual que el maltrato y abandono del
pueblo guaraní por los países europeos, los cuatro hijos idiotas son
tratados con completa ambivalencia por sus padres, que son incapaces
de amarlos. Por el contrario, cuando Bertita nace, ella es mimada y se le
da toda la atención maternal: “Si aún en los últimos tiempos Berta
cuidaba siempre de sus hijos, al nacer Bertita olvidóse casi del todo de
los otros.”22 Igualmente, se dio a los jesuitas toda la confianza y afecto
del gobierno español durante la implementación de sus misiones en el
siglo XVIII. Pero, años después del comienzo de las misiones, el apoyo
financiero y político de las misiones jesuitas comenzó a desvanecerse;
así, los guaraníes y los jesuitas fueron dejados para defenderse de la
esclavitud y otra violencia cerca de la frontera. Eventualmente, como se
ha discutido anteriormente en este ensayo, esto conduce a una rebelión
guaraní, la pérdida de muchas vidas nativas inocentes, y la ruina de
muchas misiones jesuitas.23 Esto se compara con la atención de
desvanecimiento que se le da a Bertita a medida que envejece, lo que
finalmente lleva a su muerte, a manos de sus hermanos.
Pues, vemos que la relación entre Bertita y sus padres es una
metáfora extendida de los jesuitas y España, respectivamente. Los
jesuitas, quienes al principio eran un activo preciado para los países
colonialistas, pronto se convirtieron en la causa de la tensión entre la
iglesia y la política española.24 Lo mismo ocurrió con Bertita, excepto
que la tensión que fue causada por ella fue familiar. También, es clave
discutir la decisión de Quiroga de nombrar a la niña favorecida
"Bertita." Nos demuestra que la hija Bertita se supone que es una
representación—o mejor una propiedad—directa de su madre, Berta.
Igualmente, los jesuitas fueron creados bajo la dirección de la iglesia
católica, y fueron enviados a Gran Paraguay para ser la
"representación" de la colonización española. Y finalmente, la muerte de
Bertita—que representa la “muerte” o fracaso de las misiones jesuitas—
Quiroga, 67.
Ibid.
23 O. Merino & L. Newson, “Jesuit Missions in Spanish America: The
Aftermath of the Expulsion.” Revista De Historia De América 118 (1994):
16-17.
24 Ibid, 16.
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fue en última instancia causada por la negligencia de sus padres,
quienes son una representación de la iglesia católica y España.
Volviendo a la muerte de Bertita, la conexión final que discutiré es
entre el pueblo guaraní, y los cuatro hijos idiotas. Como ya hemos visto
en la historia “A la deriva,” y también en “La gallina degollada” vemos
una falta de humanidad por el maltrato de los niños. Desde la
perspectiva occidental, los nativos también se consideraban
repugnantes, incivilizados, estúpidos, e inútiles. Aunque la resistencia
de los guaraníes se había achacado a los jesuitas durante este tiempo
debido a la incredulidad europea de que los nativos podrían ser
capaces de organizarse y amenazar a los poderes coloniales,
actualmente se acuerda que durante el siglo XVIII, los guaraníes tenían
suficiente conocimiento y familiaridad con la cultura española para
escribir cartas políticas, así como para iniciar, organizar, y realizar una
rebelión.25 En muchos sentidos, pensaron Berta y Mazzini de una
manera similar de sus cuatros hijos idiotas. Podemos ver esto a través
de la dicción deliberada utilizada por Quiroga como “un sombrío
letargo de idiotismo” y “corrían... mugiendo alrededor del patio.”26 Nos
muestran que, para los padres, los hijos no eran nada más que animales.
Pero, en realidad, sus “disposiciones” naturales hicieron a los hijos
idiotas y los guaraníes no menos capaces de destrucción o rebelión
como respuesta a los maltratos de los padres, o los europeos,
respectivamente. En el caso de los hijos idiotas, la ignorancia y
ambivalencia hicieron que los padres perdieran a su hija más amada. En
el caso de los guaraníes, jesuitas, y españoles, la subestimación y
negligencia de la gente guaraní causaron una rebelión, una guerra, y la
ruina de las misiones jesuitas. Finalmente, el simbolismo detrás del
número cuatro es de gran importancia aquí porque la guerra contra el
pueblo guaraní, y por lo tanto la destrucción de las misiones jesuitas,
comenzó cuatro años después de la firma del Tratado de Madrid.27 Del
mismo modo, la muerte de Bertita, y por lo tanto la angustia y el fracaso
de sus padres, ocurrió después del nacimiento y el abandono de "cuatro
hijos idiotas."
“La miel silvestre” será la última historia de Quiroga que propongo
como una representación alegórica de los fracasos de las misiones
jesuitas. La primera conexión que existe entre este cuento y la historia
Herzog, 50-52.
Quiroga, 64.
27 Herzog, 50-52.
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de los jesuitas en el Gran Paraguay es la ubicación. La ambientación de
“La miel silvestre” está—irónicamente—en la provincia de Misiones.
Misiones se sitúa en el norte de Argentina, entre el rio Alto Paraná, el
rio Iguazú, y los países de Brasil y Uruguay, donde estaban situados
varias misiones jesuitas durante los siglos XVII y XVIII, especialmente
las que estaban muy cercas de la frontera entre los poderes coloniales
de Portugal y España. En otras palabras, estas misiones probablemente
habrían sido afectados por los traslados tras la firma del tratado de
Madrid en 1750. Aparte de la ambientación, Quiroga también nombra
intencionalmente al personaje principal de su trama "Benincasa." En el
cuento, Benincasa es un “contador público,” representativo de su
disposición industrializada, que tenía un “deseo de conocer la vida de
la selva,” porque “quiso honrar su vida aceitada con dos o tres choques
de vida intensa.”28 Su nombre, Benincasa, cuando se habla, está
destinado a sonar como la frase "bien en casa" a los lectores. Por lo
tanto, podemos ver que Quiroga está preparando el escenario para el
desplazamiento completo de Benincasa y la falta de "derecho" a tener
cualquier lugar en la selva, muy similar a la falta de “derecho” europeo
para intervenir en el modo de vida guaraní nativo y profundamente
arraigado.
A medida que avanzamos en la trama de “La miel silvestre,” aquí
se ve una metáfora directa y extendida de los fracasos jesuitas en el
Gran Paraguay. Al principio de la trama, Benincasa trata de entrar en la
selva con un “fusil,” pero no se puede entrar por la “inextricable
maraña.”29 Entonces, “Al día siguiente se fue al monte, esta vez con un
machete, pues había concluido por comprender que tal utensilio le sería
en el monte mucho más útil que el fusil.”30 El cambio de estrategias que
usó Benincasa parece muy similar al cambio de estrategias que usó la
corona española para civilizar a los guaraníes. Primero, España utilizó
la encomienda con el motivo obvio de conquistar a la gente indígena de
México. Pero, cuando esta estrategia no sucedió en el Gran Paraguay, se
fundaron las misiones jesuitas con los guaraníes. Estas misiones fueron
enmascaradas con una fachada de respeto por la cultura india más
"primal" porque por cierto eran muchísimo menos brutal que la
encomienda o la esclavitud literal. Por lo tanto, esta fachada de respeto
Horacio Quiroga, Cuentos. ed. Lazo, Raimundo. (México: Editorial
Porrua, 1989): 25.
29 Ibid, 25-26.
30 Ibid, 26.
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y comprensión de la cultura guaraní se representa en el arma más
primal en comparación con el fusil: el machete. Continuando en la
trama de “La miel silvestre,” una de las primeras piezas de la trama fue
un elemente de sombra: en particular, se presagiaban que las hormigas
serían destructivas. En una cita, Benincasa dice: “Son pequeñas, negras,
brillantes y marchan velozmente en ríos más o menos anchos. Son
esencialmente carnívoras. Avanzan devorando todo lo que encuentran
a su paso… a cuanto ser no puede resistirles. No hay animal, por
grande y fuerte que sea, que no haya de ellas.”31 Benincasa era
consciente de estas hormigas, y sin embargo, todavía al final subestimó
esta fuerza de la naturaleza lo suficiente para morir bajo de su poder.
La subestimación de la naturaleza (en forma de las hormigas) en el caso
de Benincasa representa muy bien la subestimación de la naturaleza (en
forma de la gente guaraní) en el caso de la corona española y los
jesuitas.
Dentro de la trama de “La miel silvestre,” existen muchísimas más
instancias del simbolismo, pero por el propósito de este ensayo, nos
enfocaremos en la miel y los animales. En su tiempo en la selva,
Benincasa encuentra miel: “—Esto es miel —se dijo el contador público
con íntima gula—. Deben de ser bolsitas de cera, llenas de miel...”32 A
través de la dicción que usó Quiroga con la palabra “gula,” podemos
ver la presencia de codicia en Benincasa. En realidad, él tiene una
obsesión con el recurso que los animales se lo produjeron (la miel), y no
con las abejas mismas. La misma obsesión y codicia existían por
muchos años entre los poderes europeas, pero específicamente durante
el período colonial en Latinoamérica. La realidad de la corona
española—mostrada por la falta de respeto y protección que
proporcionó a los guaraníes—es que no les importaban a las vidas de
los nativos, sino lo que los nativos podían hacer o proveer para avanzar
su territorio y dominio en el Nuevo Mundo. La codicia e ignorancia de
la corona española, similar a la ignorancia de Benincasa, conducen en
última instancia a sus dos fracasos: en el caso de Benincasa, la muerte, y
en el caso de España, el fracaso de las misiones jesuitas.
Entre las historias “A la deriva,” “La gallina degollada,” y “La miel
silvestre” se puede hacer muchas conexiones, entre otras la geografía, el
tema del hombre versus la naturaleza, y los personajes, con los fracasos
jesuitas durante los siglos XVII y XVIII. Por esta razón, estas tres

31
32
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Ibid.
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historias específicas son representaciones alegóricas de los fracasos
jesuitas con la gente guaraní en el Gran Paraguay. Aunque hay
diferencias obvias entre las historias en sí, así como entre los
acontecimientos de las historias en comparación con la historia real y
documentada de las misiones jesuitas, en general, cada una de las
historias nos enseña de la fuerte influencia y fuerza de la naturaleza. El
enfoque principal de cada una de las historias está en la relación con la
obsesión innata y destructiva del poder que los humanos expresan. Si
hay algo que se puede aprender de la historia de las misiones jesuitas,
es que la naturaleza siempre restaurará el equilibrio, incluso contra los
humanos, que a menudo son los que destruyen el equilibrio en primer
lugar.
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LA CONEXIÓN ÍNTIMA ENTRE
“LA CARTA DE RODOLFO WALSH” Y 1984
Sophia Daley
Creighton University

“They could lay bare in the utmost detail
everything that you had done or said or thought;
but the inner heart,
whose workings were mysterious even to yourself,
remained impregnable.”
-Orwell, 1984, p. 167
Frecuentemente, los mundos distópicos creados por las imaginaciones
de los escritores universales no reciben crédito por la realidad que
retratan. De hecho, estas obras literarias son recursos importantes para
investigar los sistemas negativos dentro de una sociedad y también
para evitar la evolución de algo peor. A finales de los años 70 y el
comienzo de la guerra sucia, la sociedad argentina necesitaba algo así
como la influencia literaria predictiva para prepararse para el dominio
de la Junta Militar, pero la carecía. “La carta abierta de Rodolfo Walsh a
la Junta Militar”, escrita para abordar la opresión instaurada por el
gobierno corrupto durante la guerra sucia en Argentina, destaca la
censura rampante, la destrucción de la sociedad argentina y la violencia
deshumanizada que el libro distópico 1984 de George Orwell prevenía
en una época y un contexto anterior. La experiencia del protagonista
Winston Smith en su lucha personal contra “Big Brother” y el mundo
literario de represión completa representa los ideales de Rodolfo Walsh
cuando él escribió las palabras que le aseguraron su muerte por la Junta
Militar.
Para hacer la conexión entre lo que designaré ‘la carta’ y 1984,
primero discutiré el propósito y el contexto de la carta durante la guerra
sucia (1976-1983) y los puntos principales del cuento espeluznante que
es 1984. Próximo, analizaré la censura presente en Argentina basada en
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las palabras convincentes de Walsh y la similitud con el hado
escalofriante de Winston en 1984, las ‘telescreens’ omnipresentes y las
desapariciones de los protagonistas. Después, compararé la destrucción
del sistema económico en la sociedad argentina con la pobreza y la
suciedad de Oceania, también discutiendo la falta de libre albedrío en
ambas sociedades. Finalmente, explicaré cómo la traición y la tortura en
1984, especialmente la crueldad creativa del infame Cuarto 101, reflejan
la violencia deshumanizada y la inutilidad de la ley en Argentina
contra los líderes políticos corruptos. Notablemente, la historia puede
contar un cuento, pero en esta situación, creo que el cuento de 1984
cuenta la historia de Argentina.
El 24 de marzo de 1976 fue el día en que el golpe de estado ocurrió
en Argentina, removiendo el poder de la Presidenta Isabel Perón a la
Junta Militar. Después, la junta empezó a buscar y matar a las personas
y las organizaciones en oposición con el gobierno usando el Proceso de
Reorganización Nacional. Se establecieron muchas prisiones
encubiertas para la captura de cualquier persona cualificada como
sospechosa o subversiva, frecuentemente matando a personas inocentes
y secuestrando a niños, quienes fueron separados de sus familias, para
nunca ser vistos otra vez.1 Designada como ‘la guerra sucia’, fue una
época de miedo y muerte que resultó en 10.000 a 30.000 asesinatos y la
erradicación de escritores, intelectuales, estudiantes y semejantes
personas en la posición de influir a los demás en la sociedad argentina
con la verdad.2 La carta de Rodolfo Walsh fue escrita en el primer
aniversario de la junta. Motivado por su obligación como reportero y la
pérdida de sus amigos y su hija en la lucha política, Walsh utilizó el
medio de la carta para comunicar los hechos verdaderos de lo que había
ocurrido en Argentina, dirigiendo la carta a la junta en una manera
personal. Al siguiente día, después de distribuir la carta a los diarios, él

Francisco Goldman, “Children of the Dirty War.” The New Yorker
March 12, 2012.
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2012/03/19/children-of-thedirty-war.
2 “Argentina Declassification Project - The ‘Dirty War’ (1976-83).”
Central Intelligence Agency.
https://www.cia.gov/library/readingroom/collection/argentinadeclassification-project-dirty-war-1976-83.
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desapareció como los otros informantes antes de él.3 Esta carta es un
testigo de los eventos horríficos pero verdaderos perpetrados por la
junta, sin censura, y también sirve como el legado de un hombre
valiente que sacrificó su vida para su patria.
La novela distópica 1984 de George Orwell, publicada en 1949,
también se trata de un conflicto entre el hombre y el gobierno, salvo
este gobierno ha infiltrado casi todo.4 El protagonista Winston Smith
comparte algunas características con el noble Rodolfo Walsh, tal como
sus esfuerzos desesperados para luchar en contra del dominio opresivo
del “Partido”, el líder político. El cuento tiene lugar en Oceania, una de
tres potencias mundiales inventadas además de Eurasia y Eastasia que
siempre están luchándose. En un mundo donde las mentiras se utilizan
para mantener la pasividad de los ciudadanos y donde la policía
llamada “Thought Police” observa las acciones de todo el mundo,
Winston trata de iniciar una revolución aunque ciertas traiciones no le
permiten lograrla. El libro captura los límites extremos que las
dictaduras y la política podrían alcanzar para que nadie tuviera la
capacidad de derrotar esos poderes. Es más, el hecho de que el título
original del libro fue El último hombre en Europa (“The Last Man in
Europe”)5 y la autocomplacencia de los ciudadanos, especialmente la
clase baja (“the proles”), demuestran la terminación de la época de la
democracia.
Similar a la novela de Orwell, la guerra sucia fue caracterizada por
la censura omnipresente y dominante para mantener el poder del
gobierno. Muchas veces, la censura fue elevada al punto de secuestrar a
los individuos que no obedecían. Varias fuentes soportan esta idea
además de esta carta incluso Los censores y Los mejor calzados de Luisa
Valenzuela y Segunda vez de Julio Cortázar. Brevemente, Los censores se
trata de un hombre que se convierte en censor por el gobierno para
buscar y ocultar su carta sospechosa que envió a una mujer especial.
Pero su obsesión con el trabajo le hace olvidar esta misión y al final, él
es asesinado después de censurar su propia carta. Los mejor calzados y
“Open Letter from a Writer to the Military Junta.” History is a Weapon.
https://www.historyisaweapon.com/defcon1/walshopenletterargjunt
a.html.
4 George Orwell, Nineteen Eighty-Four. (New York: Penguin, 1950).
5 Ian Watt, "Winston Smith: The Last Humanist." Twentieth-Century
Literary Criticism, ed. Dennis Poupard, vol. 15, (Gale, 1985).
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Segunda vez son cuentos que, directamente o indirectamente, se tratan
de las desapariciones y la violencia deshumanizada que ocurrieron en
Argentina.6
La carta de Rodolfo Walsh es muy honesta sobre la realidad de las
desapariciones que resultaron de los esfuerzos de la junta en su
intención de parar todos los disidentes: “Quince mil desaparecidos,
diez mil presos, cuatro mil muertos, decenas de miles de desterrados
son la cifra desnuda de ese terror.”7 Pero es importante entender que
estas cifras existen después del primer año del dominio de la Junta
Militar. Crecería el número de desaparecidos en los próximos seis años
de la guerra sucia. La carta utiliza datos y lenguaje directo para abordar
la junta y expresar la culpa que merece. Uno por uno, Walsh hace una
lista de los cadáveres encontrados en otros países y cuando ellos fueron
descubiertos. Un niño cuyo cuerpo fue encontrado—se llamaba Floreal
Avellaneda y solamente tenía quince años—fue violado en una manera
muy cruel. Otras víctimas, como Horacio Novillo y Horacio Gándara,
fueron ejecutados porque ellos supieron demasiada información sobre
ciertas personas poderosas. Además, Walsh dice que la junta censuraba
información: “…lo que ustedes llaman aciertos son errores, los que
reconocen como errores son crímenes y lo que omiten son
calamidades.” La junta tampoco revelaba los nombres de los
prisioneros mientras los asesinatos sospechosos de los revolucionarios
continuaban con pocas muertes por el lado del gobierno.
Frecuentemente, las prisiones serían compuestos de las familias de los
revolucionarios, los intelectuales o incluso los que aparecen culpables
sin justicia. A través de estos hechos, Walsh revela cierta información
que no puede ser contradicha y descubre la verdad. En una parte de la
carta Walsh dice esto explícitamente con la frase que el contenido de su
carta “se agota la ficción.”8
En comparación con la carta, el libro 1984 también aborda la
prominencia de la censura en la sociedad distópica de Oceania. En un
nivel básico, la censura es perpetrada utilizando “telescreens”, pantallas
que pueden ver u oír todas las cosas que ocurren en su casa o sea, el
Joseph Tyler, "Tales of Repression and Desaparecidos in Valenzuela
and Cortázar." Short Story Criticism, edited by Thomas J. Schoenberg
and Lawrence J. Trudeau, vol. 82, (Gale, 2005).
7 Rodolfo Walsh, “La carta abierta de Rodolfo Walsh a la Junta Militar.”
(24 marzo 1977).
8 Walsh, 148.
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instrumento de “the Thought Police” que vigila todo. Además, las
pantallas reportan estadísticas y noticias sobre el gobierno y nunca se
apagan. En el principio del libro, Winston menciona que sus acciones
tienen que ser hechas con el conocimiento de que la policía secreta
posiblemente está mirando. Es una forma de censura posiblemente más
extrema que la de Argentina, pero predice las técnicas utilizadas por la
Junta Militar. Un crítico literario asegura que los “telescreens”
utilizados como una forma de propaganda mediática refleja la
propaganda utilizada antes de 1984 por los alemanes, los soviéticos y
aún en la perspectiva de Orwell trabajando por el BBC, los ingleses.9
Adicionalmente, el Partido que controla todo en Oceania crea la censura
por medio de cambiar los anuncios para mantener la ignorancia (parte
de la consigna famosa del libro es “La ignorancia es fuerza.”). El trabajo
de Winston es corregir los artículos para reflejar la nueva verdad
elegida por el Partido. Si un artículo predice y a la vez contradice lo que
verdaderamente ocurre, entonces Winston lo arregla para que el
Partido nunca sea incorrecto. Después, él empuja la vieja copia al tubo
neumático y todas las obras literarias implicando el gobierno son
quemadas y destruidas como las vidas de las personas sospechosas en
Argentina. En esencia, Walsh hace la opuesta en su carta y arriesga su
vida para demostrar que el gobierno argentino es, de hecho, muy
incorrecto y mentiroso.
Finalmente, y más notablemente, la última forma de censura en
1984 es las desapariciones de los sospechosos y la transformación de
Winston. Por ejemplo, Syme, el compañero de Winston, desaparece un
día como si él nunca hubiera existido.10 Winston había predicho esta
desaparición antes, a pesar de la creencia de Syme en los ideales del
Partido, porque él no era ingenuo; por el contrario, él era “demasiado
inteligente.”11 Como Syme, Winston no es ingenuo y experimenta una
transformación durante el libro. Al comienzo, Winston empieza a
expresar interiormente sus creencias subversivas contra el Partido,
tratando de adivinar a otras personas que sienten lo mismo. Su objetivo
es iniciar una revolución, pero él no está seguro si puede ser realizada.
Eventualmente, él conoce a otra persona que odia el Partido en secreto,
Julia. Pero sus esfuerzos no son suficientes y ellos son capturados y
Martin Esslin, "Television and Telescreen." Twentieth-Century Literary
Criticism, ed. Dennis Poupard, vol. 15, (Gale, 1985).
10 Orwell, 147.
11 Orwell, 53.
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torturados por el Partido y el líder cruel O’Brien. Al concluir la novela,
el Partido acaba controlando su mente y su espíritu, el evento que
Winston creía imposible. La última frase del libro captura esto: “He
[Winston] loved Big Brother.” Winston, la única persona deseando
cambio, es censurado aún por él mismo. Su derrota es significante
porque Winston ha sido descrito como un humanista a causa de su
apreciación del pasado, de la vieja forma del lenguaje (“Oldspeak”) y
de su individualidad y propia manera de pensar.12 Su inhabilidad de
evitar la infiltración del Partido significa que, en el contexto de este
régimen totalitario, el espíritu humano puede ser censurado y
destruido. Sin embargo, hay una similitud entre el espíritu humanística
de Winston y la gente argentina en contra de sus gobiernos opresivos.
Además de la censura en Argentina, otro crimen cometido por la
Junta Militar es la corrupción en el sistema económico. Siempre
utilizando los hechos, Walsh hace una lista otra vez de los efectos
económicos. Él describe la reducción de salarios y el aumento de los
precios, la extensión de la jornada para sobrevivir (“de 6 a 18 horas”)13 y
la prominencia del desempleo dentro de este sistema. También,
desaparece el libre albedrío porque la Junta no permite que la gente
proteste sobre las condiciones económicas y cuando personas lo hacen,
desaparecen. Adicionalmente, la dicción de Walsh destaca el enlace
muy fuerte entre el sistema económico y la junta: “Congelando salarios
a culatazos mientras los precios suben en las puntas de las
bayonetas…”14 Ningún sistema es libre de su poder. Como
consecuencia de la pobreza, la gente ha comprado menos comida (una
reducción de 40%), ropa (de 50%) y medicinas (casi de 100% en las
clases bajas). Durante esta época, la mortalidad infantil y la prevalencia
de enfermedades aumentan en Argentina a niveles iguales o superiores
a los que en Rhodesia, las Guayanas, Dahomey y otros países mientras
sufren de una reducción severa de dinero asignado a la salud pública.
En las palabras de Walsh, “Basta andar unas horas por el Gran Buenos
Aires para comprobar la rapidez con que semejante política la convirtió
en una villa miseria de diez millones de habitants.” Las ciudades en
Argentina están sin luz, sin agua, sin construcción necesaria y con
contaminación, “…y la única medida de gobierno que ustedes [la Junta]

Watt.
Walsh, 149.
14 Walsh, 149.
12
13
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han tomado es prohibir a la gente que se bane.”15 La corrupción de la
Junta es muy clara cuando uno examina el único grupo que prospera
económicamente: el ejército. Con los salarios militares aumentando
rápidamente y cuatro mil puestos disponibles en la Policía Federal, esto
es el “único campo de la actividad argentina donde el producto crece y
donde la cotización por guerrillero abatido sube más rápido que el
dólar.”16 El significado de Walsh sobre este tópico es inequívoco—la
Junta Militar ha destruido la sociedad argentina por remover su voz, su
dinero y su habilidad de vivir.
De manera similar, la sociedad de Oceania en 1984 lucha con la
pobreza, pero el Ministerio de Abundancia (“Ministry of Plenty”), a
cargo del sistema económico, la oculta y manipula a la gente para creer
que hay una abundancia de recursos. En efecto, la verdad se revela
cuando Winston describe la suciedad de la cafetería en su trabajo.
Telescreens habla de las mejoras ocurriendo dentro del sistema, pero
Winston contradice eso mientras examina la cafetería: “In any time that
he could accurately remember, there had never been quite enough to
eat, one had never had socks or underclothes that were not full of
holes…bread dark-colored, tea a rarity, coffee filthy-tasting, cigarettes
insufficient—nothing cheap and plentiful except synthetic gin.”17 De
hecho, durante la escena en la cafetería, los anuncios reportan que la
ración de chocolate ha sido aumentada a viente gramos, pero el día
anterior reportaron que era disminuida a esta porción. En las palabras
de Winston, “Was it possible that they could swallow that, after only
twenty-four hours? Yes, they swallowed it.”18 Demostrando el principio
de “doublethink”, los ciudadanos aprenden engañar a sus propias
mentes y se convencen aceptar la verdad nueva y la vieja verdad al
mismo tiempo. Afortunadamente, el hado de los ciudadanos en
Argentina no es el mismo. También, los horarios de personajes como
Winston, en puestos elevados en el gobierno, tienen que ser ocupados
siempre para que no haya tiempo para pensar o hacer cosas
subversivas. Por eso, el libre albedrío no existe.
Mientras el tono de Walsh es muy serio y directo sobre la pobreza
en Argentina, Orwell aborda el mismo tema estilísticamente diferente.
Según Saunders, lo que distingue las obras de Orwell y 1984
Walsh, 150.
Walsh, 150.
17 Orwell, 59.
18 Orwell, 58.
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específicamente son su talento de combinar su mensaje político con una
expresión literaria y artística, embelleciendo la prosa.19 Saunders cree
que el personaje Parsons demuestra con un toque de humor la ironía
presente en Oceania. Cuando la propaganda asegura que hay una
abundancia en Oceania de todo, Parsons no tiene ningún problema
creyéndolo, a pesar de siempre pedía una cuchilla de afeitar de Winston
porque la carecía. Su falta de percatación parodia a los partidarios
fervientes del Partido.20 Por eso, la pobreza en 1984 es un detalle menos
obvio pero todavía claro y ubicuo como la de Argentina.
La destrucción de la sociedad argentina por medio de la
manipulación del sistema económico no fue intencional, pero la
violencia inhumana cometida por la Junta Militar para lograr sus
objetivos fue realizada sin escrúpulos. En la carta, el tema más
prominente es la deshumanización de los disidentes y aún los que no
eran culpables. El comienzo, el cuerpo y el fin del texto se tratan de la
violencia. En las primeras líneas, Walsh identifica sus motivos para
escribir la carta, con todo abordando esta violencia: “…la persecución a
intelectuales, el allanamiento de mi casa en el Tigre, el asesinato de
amigos queridos y la pérdida de una hija que murió
combatiéndolos…”21 En el cuerpo del texto, Walsh enumera las
desapariciones, el descubrimiento de cuerpos en otros países y en
formas mutiladas—incluso un lago (San Roque Lago en Cordoba) lleno
de cadáveres— y la falta de justicia porque la ley es inútil contra la
junta. Las peticiones para hábeas corpus no son respetadas, removiendo
los derechos legales de los capturados, y los abogados desaparecen
cuando ellos tratan de presentarla. También, Walsh declara que no hay
límites en relación con las maneras utilizadas para la tortura, incluso “el
potro, el torno, el despellejamiento en vida, la sierra de los inquisidores
medievales…”22 Cuando los prisioneros son matados, los relatos de sus
muertes son mentiras asegurando que ellos trataron de escapar o las
muertes se utilizan para lograr algo, por ejemplo la muerte de Marcos
Osatinsky y otro 51 prisioneros a quienes fueron matados para que el

Loraine Saunders, "Aspects of Orwell's Political Aesthetic." TwentiethCentury Literary Criticism, edited by Lawrence J. Trudeau, vol. 234,
(Gale, 2010).
20 Saunders.
21 Walsh, 145.
22 Walsh, 146.
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General Benjamín Menéndez “ganara sus laurels.”23 Esta violencia se
revela en las palabras del Teniente Coronel Hugo Ildebrando Pascarelli
en la carta: “La lucha que libramos no reconoce límites morales ni
naturales, se realiza más allá del bien y del mal”. En la última línea de
la carta, Walsh admite que será matado a causa del contenido de su
carta, pero admite también la necesidad de revelarlo.
Otra vez, se ve un paralelismo entre la violencia en Argentina
durante la guerra sucia y el dominio tiránico del Partido en 1984. La
traición y la tortura también aparecen en el libro. Como establecido
antes, el protagonista Winston tiene una gran apreciación por el pasado
y se vuelve fascinado por un anticuario que descubre un día con un
dueño excéntrico y paternal llamado Señor Charrington. El señor le
vende un pisapapeles coralino bello y simbólico. La tienda y el dueño se
convierten en algo reconfortante para Winston a la luz de sus desafíos
durante el libro. Es decir, la tienda se convierte en el lugar secreto
donde Winston y su amante Julia pasan tiempo juntos y discuten sus
planes revolucionarios porque Señor Charrington le había dicho a
Winston que no había telescreens en la habitación. El anticuario
simboliza el mundo que existió antes y el deseo de Winston para
conseguir la liberación del presente. Así, la traición es muy devastadora
cuando la policía (“Thought Police”) capturan a Winston y Julia en la
habitación con Señor Charrington como el líder, transformado de un
anciano a un hombre de aproximadamente treinta y cinco años. La
traición es destacada por la destrucción completa del pisapapeles frágil
a pedazos por un miembro de la policía. Después, la policía los lleva a
la cárcel donde O’Brien, el hombre designado como el líder secreto de
la revolución, comete otra traición y asegura de que ellos sean
torturados. En el infame Cuarto 101, el peor tipo de tortura ocurre. Es
tan horrible que un hombre destinado a visitar este cuarto ofrece
sacrificar a su familia para evitar el cuarto. Cuando es el turno de
Winston, O’Brien explica por qué el cuarto es tan insoportable, “The
thing that is in Room 101 is the worst thing in the world…In your
[Winston’s] case, the worst thing in the world happens to be rats.”24 Los
métodos de tortura en 1984 se diseñan para que la gente se convierte al
Partido de su propia volición. En las palabras de O’Brien, “It is
intolerable to us that an erroneous thought should exist anywhere in
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the world, however secret and powerless it may be.”25 La violencia en el
libro, y en Argentina también, es un crimen contra el espíritu y el libre
albedrío de una persona.
Muchas veces, el mundo literario puede informarle al mundo real
con sus avisos, sus ejemplos del poder totalitario y destructivo y sus
hados predictivos y distópicos. En el libro 1984, Orwell crea semejante
ejemplo por medio del dominio inhumano del Partido sobre Winston,
reflejando lo que vendría luego con la Junta Militar en Argentina.
Prominente en ambas formas del gobierno es la censura de los
inconformistas al nivel de secuestrarlos y hacerlos desaparecidos,
además de la supresión de información en los diarios. Segundo, hay
similitudes entre la pobreza en ambas sociedades, con la gente
debilitada por la falta de recursos necesarios para vivir mientras el
gobierno guarda los fondos para sí mismos. Finalmente, Orwell nos
enseña que una dictadura requiere la violencia para existir u oprimir a
la gente, cuyas voliciones tratarán de contraatacar, y también que este
tipo de dominio se esfuerza por remover el libre albedrío de la gente. La
única cosa más positiva en Argentina en comparación con la predicción
de Orwell era la respuesta de la gente. Como Walsh dijo en su carta, la
gente no pararía su lucha para la justicia “…porque las causas que hace
más de veinte años mueven la resistencia del pueblo argentino no
estarán desaparecidas sino agravadas por el recuerdo del estrago
causado y la revelación de las atrocidades cometidas.” El gobierno de
Argentina no derrotaría—y no hizo—el alma de la gente argentina. Por
eso, el año después de la conclusión de la guerra sucia, irónicamente
1984, terminó con más esperanza que en el caso de Winston.

25
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LOS REGÍMENES Y LA RETÓRICA DE RESISTENCIA:
COMO JUAN BOSCH Y STEFAN ZWEIG
SE RESISTEN A LAS DICTADURAS DE

ADOLF HITLER Y RAFAEL TRUJILLO
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En medio de la agitación política durante el siglo XX, las políticas
complejas surgieron. Estas políticas complicadas dieron lugar a la
inestabilidad y el conflicto internacional como la Primera Guerra
Mundial en Europa y la repetitiva intervención de los Estados Unidos
en Latinoamérica. El siglo XX también marca la subida internacional de
dictadores como Benito Mussolini en Italia, Francisco Franco en España,
Augusto Pinochet en Chile, y Anastasio Somoza en Nicaragua entre
tantos. En particular, Rafael Trujillo de la República Dominicana y
Adolf Hitler de Alemania eran líderes totalitarios que se aprovechaban
del clima político para subir al poder y mantener su control absoluto a
través de la manipulación y el terror. Estos dictadores eran similares
con relación a su ideología racista y sus métodos de mantener poder.
“La Mujer” por Juan Bosch y The Royal Game por Stefan Zweig
muestran cómo la literatura de esta época funciona como una voz de
resistencia contra estos regímenes brutales.
Las situaciones económicas y políticas de la República Dominicana
y Alemania crearon el clima para Trujillo y Hitler a llegar al poder.
Trujillo llegó a poder como resultado de una elección corrupta en que
no había otros candidatos en 1930. Antes de “la elección” de Trujillo, los
Estados Unidos ocuparon la República Dominicana entre 1916 a 1924
para modernizar y militarizar el país. Trujillo fue un recluta de la
Policía Nacional establecido por los marines estadounidenses.1 En el
ejército, Trujillo subió por los rangos y en diciembre de 1924, Trujillo se

Christina E Stokes, “Re-envisioning History: Memory, Myth, and
Fiction in Literary Representations of the Trujillato” (PhD diss., U of
Florida, 2009), 18.
119
1

hizo teniente coronel y su poder aumentó drásticamente.2 La ocupación
estadounidense formó un poder militar centralizado que creó el clima
político para Trujillo a llegar al poder. Específicamente, Trujillo “used
the National Police force, which had been created, armed and
supported by the United States government, to seize political power
from President Horacio Vásquez”.3 Además, la ocupación
estadounidense tenía un gran impacto en la psique dominicana. Juan
Bosch, un líder político y autor prominente de la República
Dominicana, dijo que la intervención “era una agresión imperialista, un
abuso imperdonable de fuerza ejercido en un país débil; pero el pueblo
dominicano, con el alma envenenada por la pócima caudillista, no tenía
ya capacidad para reaccionar… La República había muerto, y su
cadáver iba a dar vida a una nueva era, que Rafael Leónidas Trujillo,
colocándose a la altura de Cristo, bautizaría con su nombre”.4 Trujillo se
aprovechó de la crisis de identidad nacional resultando de la invasión
estadounidense; por consiguiente, los dominicanos aceptaron el
liderazgo de Trujillo para evitar otra ocupación.
Después de llegar a poder en 1930, Rafael Trujillo, o “El Jefe”, se
convirtió un dictador brutal que usaba represión, violencia, y
manipulación para controlar a la gente dominicana. El régimen de
Trujillo “was probably the strongest and most absolute dictatorship
ever to be established in the world. Trujillo did not share power with
anyone but maintained nearly absolute authority in his own hands”.5
Como un tirano, Trujillo controlaba cada aspecto de la vida en la
República Dominicana: los ámbitos sociales, económicos, y políticos.
Por ejemplo, él cambió el nombre de la ciudad capital a Ciudad Trujillo
y “the sign “God and Trujillo” appeared everywhere”.6 Los individuos
no tenían la libertad de expresión y había un ambiente de terror en la
República Dominicana durante esta época.7 Trujillo también
monopolizó todas las industrias de la economía para aumentar su
Ellen D Tillman. Dollar Diplomacy by Force: Nation-Building and
Resistance in the Dominican Republic (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2016), 201.
3 Stokes, 18.
4 Ibid, 22.
5 Ibid, 18.
6 Ibid, 20.
7 Livia Kotuľáková. “Juan Bosch y su crítica de la dictadura trujillista”
(Tesis de Maestría, Carolina U, 2019), 56.
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riqueza personal.8 El Partido Dominicano, el partido político de Trujillo,
dominaba el ámbito político durante su dictadura acallando sus
oponentes a través de intimidación o asesinato. Por ejemplo, Trujillo
ordenó el asesinato de las hermanas Mirabal a causa de su
involucramiento en un movimiento revolucionario que luchaba contra
el régimen. A pesar de su represión y brutalidad, Trujillo mantenía su
poder con la manipulación de los campesinos a través de propaganda y
los proyectos sociales.9 Las reformas sociales como educación pública,
sanidad, y las condiciones laborales fomentaban el apoyo de los
campesinos porque el nivel de la vida aumentó en los campos.10 Trujillo
estableció su dominación como un dictador brutal a través de la
represión, violencia, y manipulación en los ámbitos sociales,
económicos, y políticos.
Hay muchos ejemplos de la represión bajo el régimen de Trujillo,
pero su acción más cruel fue la Masacre de Perejil en octubre 1937.
Como resultado de una historia del conflicto con Haití y su propio
racismo, Trujillo expresaba una ideología de antihaitianismo y un
obsesión con “blanquear” el país.11 Trujillo usaba a los haitianos como
un chivo expiatorio político y les culpó a los haitianos para el fracaso de
la economía dominicana. Como resultado del antihaitianismo, Trujillo
ordenó la masacre de miles de Haitianos en la frontera entre la
República Dominicana y Haití. Trujillo quería “[to] better define what it
meant to be a ‘Dominican’: as in it is not being ‘Haitian’. Haitians
represented the necessary ‘other’ needed to create a national identity”.12
El antihaitianismo y la necesidad de establecer una identidad nacional
culminaron en la muerte de aproximadamente 30 miles de haitianos.
Los haitianos que sobrevivieron la masacre fueron forzados en bateyes
con condiciones de vida terribles. Aunque el régimen de Trujillo afectó
toda la gente dominicana, los haitianos sufrieron más como resultado
de la crueldad y la brutalidad de Trujillo.
Ibid, 52.
Richard Lee Turits, Foundations of Despotism: Peasants, the Trujillo
Regime, and Modernity in Dominican History (Redwood City: Stanford
UP, 2003), 1.
10 Kotuľáková, 54-55.
11 Julissa Peña, “Yo Soy Negro, Pero Negro Blanco: Hispanicity, AntiHaitianism and Genocide in the Dominican Republic” (Honors Thesis,
Wesleyan University, 2012), 39.
12 Stokes, 13.
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El subido a poder de Hitler fue una combinación del clima político
después de la Primera Guerra Mundial y la oportunidad de tomar
control como resultado del incendio en Reichstag. La Primera Guerra
Mundial seguida por una serie de problemas económicos y políticos
incluso la revolución fallida de 1918-1919, hiperinflación entre 19221923, la crisis agraria de 1927-1929, y la Gran Depresión en 1929
destruyó la economía de Alemania.13 Estos eventos alimentaban una
actitud de miedo, enfado, e intolerancia entre la gente como resultado
de la inestabilidad económica y política en Alemania. Específicamente,
los problemas económicos “made the position of the lower middle class
even more precarious, causing its members to turn away from their
traditional allegiances, toward a party that promised to restore them to
their former position”.14 En esta manera, la ideología de Hitler atraía a
los alemanes que sufrían como resultado de los problemas económicos.
En sus discursos poderosos, Hitler se relacionaba a la gente por
expresar la indignación que los alemanes sintieron y proveer un chivo
expiatorio para culpar: los judíos.15 En su manifiesto Mein Kampf, Hitler
expresa su ideología antiseminitana y describe su visión de Alemania.
Hitler quería restaurar la grandeza de Alemania después de la derrota
humillante en la Primera Guerra Mundial. Las circunstancias en
Alemania le dejaban Hitler a explotar el miedo y la intolerancia de la
gente para ganar apoyo y poder. La oportunidad política a implementar
su ideología antiseminitana llegó cuando el Reichstag, el edificio del
Parlamento Alemán, se incendió y Hitler “convinced the members of
the Reichstag to pass the Enabling Law of 23 March 1933. The Enabling
Law allowed Hitler to put through any measure without approval from
the Reichstag”.16 Aunque su ideología le ayudaba a él a aumentar su
popularidad, Hitler necesitaba la oportunidad política para coger el
poder. Los problemas económicos y políticos creó el clima político por
Hitler y su ideología a manipular el miedo y la indignación de la gente

William Brustein, The Logic of Evil: The Social Origins of the Nazi Party
1925-1933 (New Haven: Yale UP, 1996), 3.
14 Ibid, 6.
15 The Dark Charisma of Adolf Hitler: Leading Millions into the Abyss,
directed by Laurence Rees (British Broadcasting Corporation (BBC),
2012).
16 Doris L. Bergen, War & Genocide: a Concise History of the Holocaust
(Oxford: Rowman & Littlefield, 2003), 50-51.
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alemán pero el incendio en Reichstag proveyó la oportunidad a tomar
poder.
Similar a Trujillo, Hitler mantenía su poder con terror pero
antisemitismo fue el fundamento de su ideología y sus acciones. El
antisemitismo y “Hitler’s core values can be summed up in the phrase
“race and space.” Hitler was obsessed with two notions: that humanity
was engaged in a gigantic struggle between “races,” or communities of
“blood”; and that “pure Germans,” members of the so-called Aryan
race, needed space to expand”.17 Según a Hitler, los judíos fueron una
amenaza a la expansión y el éxito de los arios; por lo tanto, él desarolló
una actitud de antisemitismo y usaba su poder para eliminar “la raza
judía”. Al principio, Hitler implementó legislación y regulaciones que
discriminaban contra los judíos como boicotear las empresas judías y
las leyes Nuremberg.18 Con más control y poder, la discriminación se
convirtió en actos de violencia. El Partido Nazi usaba violencia para
afirmar su autoridad absoluta con las quemas de libros judíos y
matanzas de sus oponentes (judíos y no por igual). Cuando Hitler
instigó la guerra con la invasión de Poland, creó más campos de
concentración. En los campos de concentración, los judíos fueron
esclavizados, esterilizados, torturados, batidos, y matados. Al fin de la
guerra, los nazis habían matados más que diez millones personas pero
muchas más habían sufridas en los campos de concentración.
Hay ciertas semejanzas entre Trujillo y Hitler en sus regímenes.
Cuando los dos hombres subieron a poder, sus países y la gente fueron
vulnerables. En la República Dominicana, la ocupación estadounidense
no solo creó una crisis de identidad dominicana, sino también formó
poder militar centralizado. Estas cosas le dejaba a Trujillo a tomar
poder y mantener control por represión, violencia, y manipulación. Por
otro lado, la economía de Alemania estaba sufriendo después de la
derrota en la Primera Guerra Mundial y la caída de la bolsa creando un
ambiente general de miedo, enfado, y intolerancia. Hitler manipulaba
los sentimientos de la gente para ganar popularidad y mantener su
control. En esta manera, Trujillo y Hitler manipulaban su gente para
subir al poder y convertirse en los dictadores brutales. Después de
llegar al poder, ellos ejecutaron sus planes de purificar sus países
respectivos. La necesidad de purificar sus países y el racismo eran
temas en ambos regímenes. Trujillo expresaba una ideología de
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antihaitianismo y Hitler una de antisemitismo. Trujillo esperaba a
eliminar a los haitianos de su país mientras Hitler quería a erradicar a
los judíos (y otros grupos que “amenzaba a la raza aria”). Estas
ideologías culminaron en las violaciones de derechos humanos terribles
y genecido: la masacre de perejil en la Republica Dominicana y el
holocausto en Alemania. Como resultado de las semejanzas entre
Trujillo y Hitler y la brutalidad de sus regímenes, Juan Bosch y Stefan
Zweig reaccionan a las dictaduras en sus países respectivos en maneras
similares: como una voz de resistencia.
Juan Bosch, uno de los más prominentes autores y activistas
políticos en la República Dominicana, se oponía a Trujillo y aun creó el
Partido Revolucionario Dominicano contra el Partido Dominicano de
Trujillo. Juan Bosch luchaba para la democracia dominicana diciendo
que “Nuestra conciencia de revolucionarios nos demanda que nos
presentemos en el escenario nacional unidos en el propósito de restituir
a los dominicanos sus derechos en una patria libre, lo cual se logrará
mediante la formación y el sostenimiento de un gobierno democrático
digno de la confianza popular”.19 Como resultado de su posición
política contra Trujillo, la literatura de Juan Bosch incluye el simbolismo
antitrujillista.
Como un caso práctico de la literatura contra Trujillo, el simbolismo
en “La Mujer” (1932) por Juan Bosch luchaba contra el régimen de
Trujillo por representar su brutalidad. En el cuento “La Mujer” un
hombre llamado Quico busca una mujer indefensa sangrante en el
medio de una carretera. La mujer fue golpeado por su marido, Chepe,
mientras su hijo estaba gritando y llorando. Quico trata de ayudarle
pero Chepe empieza a golpear a la mujer otra vez y un conflicto
erupciona entre los hombres. Aunque Quico ofreció ayuda y protección
a la mujer, la mujer defiende a su marido y mata a Quico. La mujer
representa la gente de la República Dominicana durante el régimen de
Trujillo y Chepe simboliza Trujillo quien abusa la gente dominicana.
Chepe “le había pegado [a la mujer]... tirándole de los cabellos y
machacándole la cabeza a puñetazos”.20 Más que la semejanza entre los
nombres Chepe y el “Jefe” (el apodo de Trujillo), Trujillo abusaba a los
dominicanos por violencia, represión, y violaciones de los derechos
humanos similar a la brutalidad de Chepe. Además, el control
totalitario de Chepe se parece la represión de la gente como resultado
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del control de Trujillo. La mujer nunca dice una palabra durante el
cuento significando que la gente dominicana no tiene una voz durante
el régimen de Trujillo. En adición, Chepe le golpeó simplemente
“porque la mujer no vendió la leche de cabra, como él se lo mandara; al
volver de las lomas, cuatro días después , no halló el dinero”.21 Por otro
lado, Quico simboliza Juan Bosch quien quería ayudar a la gente
dominicana contra el régimen brutal. Quico trata a ayudar a la mujer
por “[llevarla] hasta el bohío, dándole el brazo, y... romper su camisa
listada para limpiarla de sangre”.22 Aún más, Quico defiende a la mujer
cuando Chepe empieza a golpearle otra vez pero la mujer traiciona a
Quico y salva a su marido al fin. Cuando Quico está ahogando a Chepe,
la mujer “no supo qué sucedió, pero cerca, junto a la puerta, estaba la
piedra...Sintió que le nacía una fuerza brutal. La alzó. Sonó seco el
golpe. Quico soltó el pescuezo del otro, luego dobló las rodillas,
después abrió los brazos con amplitud y cayó de espaldas, sin quejarse,
sin hacer un esfuerzo”.23 La traición de la mujer es igual a la traición de
la gente dominicana quien permitaba la dictadura de Trujillo. Bosch
trataba de defender la gente dominicana y establecer una democracia,
pero la gente no luchaba para la democracia ni le apoyaba a Bosch. Juan
Bosch critica el gobierno que abusa a la gente con su descripción de
Chepe y la gente que mantiene este sistema con su caracterización de la
mujer que defiende a Chepe. En esencia, “La Mujer” también sirve
como una llamada de acción para la gente dominicana a resistirse el
régimen de Trujillo. Finalmente, el niño representa el futuro incierto de
la República Dominicana. El niño podría convertirse en una fuerza
contra la represión y la brutalidad similar a Quico pero también podría
volverse un facilitador de la violencia como su padre y indirectamente
su madre. Juan Bosch se resiste el régimen de Trujillo en “La Mujer”
por exponer la brutalidad de Trujillo y llamar a la gente dominicana a
acción.
Similar a Juan Bosch en su cuento “La Mujer”, Stefan Zweig se
resiste a Hitler y nazismo en su novela The Royal Game. Stefan Zweig
fue un judío de Austria y escribió su novela en exilio; por eso, él
comprendió la situación política durante la dictadura de Hitler.24 Su
Ibid.
Ibid.
23 Ibid.
24 George Prochnik, The Impossible Exile: Stefan Zweig at the End of the
World (New York: Other Press, 2014).
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primer experiencia “of the building Nazi threat came when he
witnessed a student demonstration as he was on a lecture tour in
Germany…When publishers began to reject his work because he was
Jewish,... he knew that he had to head for London”.25 A consecuencia de
su posición política como un exilio judío, sus ensayos y obras literarias
incluyen su desdén de nazismo y Hitler.
The Royal Game por Stefan Zweig fue escrito en 1941 en el medio de
la Segunda Guerra Mundial cuando los judíos estaban siendo
esclavizados, esterilizados, torturados, batidos, y matados en los
campos de concentración. Stefan Zweig explora el impacto psicológico
de tortura en The Royal Game. El personaje principal, Dr. B es capturado
por los nazis pero los nazis le encierren en aislamiento completo en vez
de un campo de concentración porque él tenía información útil. En
aislamiento total, él sufre de angustia mental y juega ajedrez con sí
mismo como una manera de escapar la desolación. Dr. B finalmente
escapa cuando un doctor compasivo le pone en libertad después de un
ataque de nervios. Cuando Dr. B juega ajedrez en el futuro, el juego
resulta en un colapso nervioso. Aunque Dr. B no estaba en un campo de
concentración, The Royal Game muestra los impactos psicológicos para
las víctimas del halocausto. Los nazis torturaron Dr. B en una manera
diferente que los otros judíos, pero él sufría todo lo mismo. Dr. B
explica que el aislamiento fue trazado “devilishly intelligently, with
murderous psychology... In a concentration camp one would, perhaps,
have had to wheel stones until one's hands bled and one's feet froze in
one's boots; one would have been packed in stench and cold with a
couple of dozen others. But one would have seen faces, would have had
space, a tree, a star, something, anything, to stare at, while here
everything stood before one unchangeably the same, always the same,
maddeningly the same”.26 No solamente Zweig representa la tortura
fisica en los campos de concentracion, Zweig yuxtapone esta brutalidad
con otra forma de la crueldad de los nazis: la tortura psicológica. Dr. B
habla extensamente sobre su angustia mental exhibiendo el efecto
profundo en su psique. Además, la tortura psicológica tiene un impacto
grande en el futuro cuando él sufre una crisis emocional mientras esta
jugando ajedrez. Ajedrez sirve como un desencadenante cuando “he
had really forgotten all about Czentovic and the rest of us in this cold
Frances Hernandez, “Two European Exiles: Stefan Zweig and Ramon
Sender” (Published Essay, U of Texas, El Paso, 1998), 103.
26 Stefan Zweig, The Royal Game. (Re-Image Publishing, 2017), Kindle.
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aspect of his insanity which might at any instant discharge itself
violently... No sooner had Czentovic executed his play than Dr. B.,
giving no more than a cursory look at the board, suddenly pushed his
bishop three spaces forward and shouted so loudly that we all
started”.27 Aunque Dr. B ahora tiene su libertad, el impacto psicológico
de la tortura es claro cuando el tiene una crisis emocional. Los impactos
de su tortura muestran la crueldad de los nazis y representan los efectos
perdurables del holocausto para el psique de una persona. Illuminar las
consecuencias de la tortura de los nazis sirve como una llamada a
accion a parar los nazis y el sufrimiento que ellos causan. En esta
manera, Stefan Zweig se resiste la violencia de los nazis en su
representación de tortura y sufrimiento.
En “La Mujer” por Juan Bosch y The Royal Game por Stefan Zweig,
los dos autores usan la literatura como una voz de resistencia contra la
violencia de las dictaduras en sus países respectivos. Juan Bosch
muestra la brutalidad del régimen de Trujillo con su personaje de
Chepe mientras Zweig explora la crueldad de los nazis con el
sufrimiento de Dr. B. En sus cuentos, los personajes principales sufren
en maneras distintas pero ambos muestran la violencia de los
régimenes totalitarios. Los dos autores usan sus propias experiencias
para resistirse a los dictadores brutales en sus obras. En adición, los dos
cuentos son una llamada a acción a parar la violencia y el sufrimiento.
Juan Bosch enfoca en el abuso físico para representar la violencia de
Trujillo mientras Zweig enfatiza la tortura psicológica de los nazis y
Hitler. Además, Juan Bosch usa símbolos para representar la situación
política pero Zweig es más directo en describir los métodos de tortura
de los nazis. Aunque los ambos autores se resisten a las dictaduras de
sus países respectivos en maneras distintas, se acercan la misma
conclusión: la crueldad y la brutalidad de las dictaduras necesitan parar
para salvar a la gente.
Los regímenes de Trujillo y Hitler eran similares con relación a su
subido a poder, su ideología y sus métodos de mantener poder. La
literatura de esta época como “La Mujer” por Juan Bosch y The Royal
Game por Stefan Zweig funciona como una voz de resistencia contra
estas regímenes brutales con su representación de la situación política y
la crueldad de estas dictaduras. Con este ensayo, podemos ver el
paralelismo entre Trujillo en la República Dominicana y Hitler en
Alemania. Aunque el holocausto se queda el más famoso genocidio en
27
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la historia, la Republica Dominicana y muchos paises latinoamericanos
tienen una historia común de violencia y brutalidad. En el futuro, es
necesario a aprender sobre estas historias para terminar con el ciclo de
violencia y opresión que ensombrece la historia del siglo XX.
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UNCOVERING THE NEEDS OF
THE OMAHA COMMUNITY:
ASSESSING OMAHA JITTERBUGS’ POTENTIAL
AS A FORMATIVE SPACE
Kevin Boes
Creighton University

Rationale:
This project was conducted for Omaha Jitterbugs, a swing dance
scene in Omaha which seeks to use its space to create an empowering
and inclusive environment for its members, encouraging greater
interaction between members of different backgrounds. This project
produces a theory of formative space to evaluate Jitterbugs’ program
theory regarding this goal.
Methods:
The study utilized a grounded theory approach, using Group
Concept Mapping methods to create maps of members’ needs. In
addition, semi-structured interviews were also conducted with
members to produce deeper insights into the themes raised by the
concept maps.
Results:
Members identified purposeful outreach for member sourcing,
continuing education of new members, and community cohesion as
the most important needs to meet, while they viewed bureaucratic
improvements and avoidance of intentional integration as less
important. This suggests that they share the values of cultural
130

communication and empowerment that Omaha Jitterbugs seeks to
promote as an organization. Members’ valuation of Jitterbugs’ “clean”
atmosphere was linked to nostalgic sentiments characterizing the
swing scene as recreating social and community relationships from
the early twentieth century. This nostalgia can be problematic, as it
often obscures the racial segregation and gender disempowerment
prevalent at that time. As a result, the nostalgia that often brings new
members to Jitterbugs may be inhibiting its ability to create a more
inclusive and empowering culture. In addition, Jitterbugs’ members
held differing paradigms for how Jitterbugs should operate: some
viewed Jitterbugs’ action as occurring on an organizational level while
others viewed its action as being conducted by dedicated members.
Conclusion:
This study determined that Omaha Jitterbugs is not currently
meeting its potential as a formative space. While the scene does
possess a defined physical and conceptual space, members within the
scene hold conflicting sets of values. This lack of agreement among
values within the scene results in significant impediments to Omaha
Jitterbugs’ ability to foster its stated values of cultural communication
and empowerment in the broader Omaha community. To reach its
potential as a formative space, the Jitterbugs scene must work
purposefully to foster inclusivity and empowerment as values among
its members, creating member buy-in and internalization of these
values. This can be done effectively utilizing Habermas’
communicative space to develop a more complete understanding of
the varied values currently held by Jitterbugs members.
Acknowledgements:
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Amjed Alsulaily for his assistance in survey data collection, Dr.
Alexander Roedlach for his guidance as research mentor, and the
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Introduction
Social organizations play a significant role in individuals’
formation of social capital in their community. They provide physical
and social spaces in which people can form relationships, offer people
ways to pursue meaning, and constitute an avenue by which people
are enculturated into the customs of their locality. In addition to these
individual-level functions, social organizations facilitate the
development of a space in which members can foster organizational
values. Promotion of these subcultural values within the space can
then be extended to the dominant culture, creating social change by
shifting dominant values to better reflect these subcultural values.
To conceptualize this function of social organizations, I advance
the concept of formative space. This concept bears similarity to
Polletta’s prefigurative space and Goffman’s critical space, though its
apolitical scope and group level ultimately render it distinct from
either concept 1. Formative space is characterized by the purposeful
creation of a physical-conceptual space within a social organization or
sub-culture which functions to foster ownership of the group’s values
by its members. This creation relies on the development of
communicative space as a means of discerning the values of the group
and achieving buy-in from individual members 2. However, instead of
merely aiming to create consensus within the group, formative space
functions in the additional goal of carrying those values into the larger
dominant culture, doing so through group members promoting these
values among other groups and organizations to which they belong.

Francesca Polletta, “‘Free Spaces’ in Collective Action” Theory and
Society 28, no. 1 (1999): 1-38.
https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1006941408302.; Erving Goffman,
Asylums: Essays on the Social Situation of Mental Patients and Other
Inmates. (Garden City: Anchor Books, 1961).
2 Jurgen Habermas, The Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere:
An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society. (Cambridge: MIT Press,
1991).
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As mentioned, the concept of formative space applies to groups
regardless of political intent. For instance, a local branch of a political
party could function as a formative space just as easily as a women’s
book club. Each group creates a designated space in which value
fostering occurs: political party members may meet in person or on
online fora to foster values of freedom of speech or equal
representation, and book club members may meet in a member’s
home or via email to foster values of critical thinking and empathy.
Each group then promotes these values in the broader community via
member engagement in other groups and organizations: political
party members might encourage equal representation in their place of
employment by purposefully including minority employees in
decision-making processes, and book club members might encourage
critical thinking within parent-teacher associations by deliberately
analyzing rationales behind proposed actions.
Notably, social groups are not necessarily formative spaces by
virtue of their fostering values among their members. Extension of
these values to the larger community is a necessary component of
formative space. For instance, a vegan lifestyle online chatroom may
promote compassion towards animals and commitment to whole
foods among its members, but it is not a formative space unless its
members deliberately promote compassion and commitment among
other groups to which they belong.
To illustrate this concept of formative space, and to further
conceptualize what it means to be a formative space, I examined a
social organization’s potential to create such a space. I evaluated the
Omaha Jitterbugs, a local swing dance scene which draws
membership from the Omaha community and the environs, including
Lincoln and Des Moines. The organization seeks to foster values
including gender empowerment and cross-cultural communication
among its members, and these values are at least partly held in the
larger Neo-Swing sub-culture 3. I utilized methods including group
concept mapping and semi-structured interviews to uncover
Jitterbugs members’ perceptions of the organization’s work in
Rikomatic. “It’s Time to Listen: Black Dancers and Their Experiences
in Swing & Blues [Op-Ed],” 2018. http://www.yehoodi.com/blog/
2018/1/23/op-ed-its-time-to-listen-black-dancers-and-theirexperiences-in-swing-blues-communities?fbclid=IwAR29Yccok
3I5KbdTAMqb40Yv97NGePoYNAnbiziAYIrFp6Su14ad1Nd5a5U.
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fostering these values as well as their perceptions of the role Jitterbugs
should play in the larger Omaha community.
The realization by Omaha Jitterbugs of its potential as a formative
space could have significant positive implications for the Omaha
community. Doing so would create substantial positive exposure of
Omaha residents to more marginalized groups such as African
Americans, Hispanic Americans, and more recent refugee
communities. Exposure of members to people from other cultures
within the social dance environment would allow positive
relationships to form between them, and the extension of these
relationships into the broader Omaha community would improve
Omaha’s cultural cohesiveness and attentiveness to marginalized
groups. Realization of Jitterbugs’ potential as a formative space would
also likely improve people’s experiences with gender performance in
Omaha. Encouragement of equal contributions within social dances
by male and female partners, in addition to mitigation of dominant
norms of male-female dance partnerships, would enable male and
female members alike to more easily resist gender role enforcement
within the Jitterbugs scene, and the extension of this resistance to the
larger Omaha community would assist in creating a more egalitarian
culture in which Omaha residents feel less pressured to perform
traditional gender roles. This study, in addition to advancing the
concept of formative space within the literature, also serves to enable
Omaha Jitterbugs to realize its potential as a formative space by
making explicit its successes and shortcomings in fostering these
values.
Literature Review
The Swing and Neo-Swing Subcultures: Embracing and Undermining
Dominant Cultural Narratives
The swing subculture has been a point of cultural flux since its
beginnings in the early twentieth century. A product of the Harlem
Renaissance, swing dance began in African American communities
within Harlem in New York City during the 1920s. Aided by the
spread of the music record, swing dance grew from an unknown art
form to a touchstone of American Interwar culture. With the rise of
rock music in the 1950s and 1960s, though, the swing scene faded
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from popular culture and continued unnoticed through the midtwentieth century.
In the 1990s, the underground swing scene saw a revival.
Considered a Neo-Swing movement, swing dance and culture were
unearthed by white, middle-class college students on the Southern
coast of California. Drawing significantly from films and other media
of the early twentieth century, the Neo-Swing subculture sought to
harken back to their perceived cultural past and distance themselves
from their current dominant cultural norms 4. The Neo-Swing
movement brought swing dance culture back into the eye of the
dominant culture, spreading swing culture across the United States
and internationally. Since the beginning of the twenty-first century,
the movement has waned and swing culture has again moved out of
the dominant cultural eye. However, swing scenes still thrive in
numerous cities around the world.
Current Neo-Swing culture maintains often-conflicting values:
while members champion the causes of racial equality and gender
performance, there remains a powerful nostalgic force within the
scene which counteracts this commitment. Such nostalgia for a
perceived past obscures the role of African Americans in creating
swing dance and perpetuates gender roles which disempower women
and restrict men, severely complicating members’ efforts to promote
racial equality and gender performance within the subculture.
Race exists as a point of contention within swing culture. Swing
scenes take pride in the dance’s origins in African American culture:
references to its birth in Harlem are ubiquitous in swing lessons
internationally. However, the rebirth of swing culture in the NeoSwing movement and its white, middle-class perspective complicated
discussions of race within the swing subculture. Neo-Swing members
sought to recapture the swing culture of the early twentieth century,
but their references for such culture came largely from media
produced by the dominant culture of the age which largely excluded
African American dancers and musicians from coverage. As such,
films and articles referenced by Neo-Swing members produced a false
Scott Renshaw, “Postmodern Swing Dance and Secondary
Adjustment: Identity as Process.” Symbolic Interaction 29, no. 1 (2006):
83-94. https://doi.org/10.1525/si.2006.29.1.83; Randal Doane, "The
Habitus of Dancing: Notes on the Swing Dance Revival in New York
City.” Journal of Contemporary Ethnography 35 (2006): 84-116.
4
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memory of the swing scene as a White scene rather than an African
American one 5. While Neo-Swing members also developed
perceptions of the earlier swing dance culture from contemporary
members’ narratives, these narratives also excluded African
Americans from memory. Further, when African Americans were
mentioned, the segregationist dynamics of the early twentieth century
scene were obscured by narratives which cast the scenes as vibrant
sites of racial harmony 6. Recently, African Americans within the
scene have brought these issues of cultural appropriation to light;
many swing scenes have responded to these criticisms by increasing
efforts to diversify their influential members, including instructors
and promoters 7.
Gender performance issues within the Neo-Swing scene have not
been infused with as much controversy as racial equality, yet they are
a major concern of the swing culture overall. Such issues are
concerned with the maintenance of hegemonic masculine norms
within swing scenes and their impact on members’ empowerment.
These hegemonic norms can take place within the dance itself or in
the interactions peripheral to the dance. For instance, dominant
cultural norms push men to dance in the lead role and women to
dance in the follow role; such roles emphasize assertiveness in men
and submissiveness in women. Deviation from this norm, whether
through women leading men, women dancing with women, or men
dancing with men, engenders resistance within the dominant culture.
Off the dance floor, hegemonic norms promote male patronage of
their social groups: by providing transportation to dance venues and
paying for food or drinks for the group, men may establish
themselves as prominent members within their own social group and
within the swing scene 8. Swing scenes seek to subvert these
hegemonic norms on and off the floor by intentionally normalizing
male follows and encouraging dancers to dance with others of any
Eric Martin Usner, “Dancing in the Past, Living in the Present:
Nostalgia and Race in Southern California Neo-Swing Dance
Culture.” Dance Research Journal 33, no. 2 (2001): 87-101.
6 Sherrie Tucker, “Swing: From Time to Torque (Dance Floor
Democracy at the Hollywood Canteen).” Daedalus 142, no. 4 (2013):
82–97. https://doi.org/10.1162/DAED_a_00243.
7 Rikomatic.
8 Doane.
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gender. Further, they encourage positive social action off the dance
floor by placing ally members within the scene to address aggressive
behavior and maintain a safe environment.
The concept of nostalgia presents a significant challenge to swing
scenes’ efforts to promote racial equality and gender performance
within swing culture. On a cultural level, nostalgia is the process by
which a culture identifies a remembered past as ideal and seeks to
emulate those norms and values in the present. Because nostalgia
relies on a remembered past, it is uniquely prone to use as a tool of
power maintenance: in the case of swing culture, nostalgia for a
remembered past constructed using segregated accounts of early
twentieth-century culture perpetuates the problematic race and
gender relations into modern swing culture 9. Often, though, this
nostalgia for an “American” past is the very reason why members
became involved in swing culture in the first place, presenting
challenges for overcoming the effects of nostalgia on the current
swing scene.
Community Lost and the Effects of Social Clubs
As an example of a voluntary association, the swing dance scene
has importance in the larger community. Since the turn of the century,
considerable attention has been drawn to the attrition of American
membership in voluntary associations beginning in the second half of
the twentieth century 10. Scholars argue that Americans in the first half
of the twentieth century created social ties within social organizations
in their community, such as Rotary Clubs, Lions Clubs, Daughters of
the American Revolution, and bowling leagues. Such memberships
were freely chosen, and they afforded individuals greater social
capital in the form of emotional support networks, stronger
community cohesion, and stronger interpersonal networks when
searching for jobs or pushing community initiatives 11. Out of this
trend has sprung the Community Lost narrative, which bemoans the
Usner, 87-101.
Robert Putnam, Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Renewal of American
Community. (New York: Simon and Schuster, 2000); Thomas Sugrue,
The Origins of the Urban Crisis: Race and Inequality in Post-War Detroit.
(Princeton: Princeton UP, 1996).
11 Putnam.
9
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decline of voluntary association membership in recent years and
points to numerous detriments as a result of this decline. Despite the
many benefits to the community resulting from membership in
voluntary associations, they can result in negative outcomes as well.
Neighborhood associations in Detroit, prime examples of voluntary
associations, have historically been used to exclude African American
homeowners from communal ties 12. Such instances illustrate the
potential of voluntary organizations for social justice as well as
injustice.
Whether in response to the Community Lost narrative or as a
counterexample, swing scenes represent a voluntary organization
which has maintained and even grown its membership, particularly
among age groups most responsible for membership attrition.
Members of swing scenes maintain their involvement largely due to
personal attachment to swing culture, and they gain increased social
connections, improved emotional support networks, and greater
community cohesion. Given swing scenes’ success in maintaining
membership relative to other voluntary organizations, scholars
concerned with the Community Lost narrative would benefit greatly
from an increased understanding of swing culture and its interaction
with dominant culture.
Discrimination in Society: Race and Gender
The dominant culture in modern America is rife with disparity:
various groups in America are given greater access and increased
freedom at the expense of other underserved groups 13. Among other
categories, race and gender stand out as major axes along which
power is exercised on marginalized peoples. Discrimination based on
race and gender generates significant stress for individuals and
ultimately leads to their decreased wellness.

Sugrue.
Seth Holmes, Fresh Fruit, Broken Bodies: Migrant Farmworkers in the
United States (Berkeley and Los Angeles: U of California P, 2013);
Michael Gill and Nirmala Erevelles, “The Absent Presence of Elsie
Lacks: Hauntings at the Intersection of Race, Class, Gender, and
Disability” African American Review 50, no. 2 (2017): 123-37.
https://doi.org/10.1353/afa.2017.0017.
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The axis of race, particularly between whites and African
Americans, has long been a major means by which the powerful have
acted upon the disempowered. Since the Civil Rights Movement in
the 1960s, racism and racial discrimination have not vanished; rather,
they have become more insidious as institutional racism is obscured
by a supposedly “colorblind” culture. African Americans experience
discrimination constantly, and this persistent stress has significant
tangible effects on their health. A recent study found a correlation
between adolescent experience of racial discrimination and adult
usage of cigarettes by African American men 14. In addition, other
scholars have found a correlation between adolescent experiences of
discrimination and poor health outcomes, postulating that this
correlation may result from increased discrimination-induced chronic
stress, and consequently increased stress-induced illness 15.
The axis of gender has also been a long-standing source of
disparity in America. While the Women’s Suffrage movement brought
increased empowerment for women in the early twentieth century,
women have still been victims of cultural and institutional
discrimination in recent years. This discrimination can range from
open sexism to subtle portrayals of women as objects in popular
media 16. In addition, men who perform non-hegemonic masculinities,
such as homosexual men, have seen significant discrimination for
decades. Internalization of disempowering gender roles has been
shown to correlate with increased self-destructive behaviors in both

Lauren J. Parker et al., “The Effects of Discrimination Are
Associated With Cigarette Smoking Among Black Males.” Substance
Use and Misuse 52, no. 3 (2017): 383-91.
https://doi.org/10.1080/10826084.2016.1228678.
15 Elizabeth Brondolo, “Considering Social Processes When Examining
Mediators of the Effects of Discrimination on Health.” Social Science
and Medicine 215, no. August (2018): 160-62.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.socscimed.2018.08.004.
16 Eric E. Rasmussen and Rebecca L. Densley, “Girl in a Country Song:
Gender Roles and Objectification of Women in Popular Country
Music across 1990 to 2014.” Sex Roles 76, no. 3–4 (2017): 188-201.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-016-0670-6.
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men and women 17. Further, even in traditionally safe spaces for those
who do not adhere to hegemonic gender roles, individuals’
performance of gender can still be affected by hegemonic role
prescription 18. The goal of swing culture to combat racial and gender
discrimination, then, presents a pressing issue; a greater
understanding of race and gender dynamics within swing culture
would greatly benefit scholars seeking to address issues of race and
gender within the dominant culture.
Formative Space: Conceptualization and Comparison to Other Space
Concepts
The relationship between physical or conceptual space and social
interaction has been highly examined by the scholarly community 19.
Melanie L. Straiton et al., “Self-Harm and Conventional Gender
Roles in Women.” Suicide and Life-Threatening Behavior 43, no. 2 (2013):
161-73. https://doi.org/10.1111/sltb.12005.
18 Kimberly Eichenberger, “Gender Differences in the Use of Gay
Clubs: A Place to Resist Gender Norms for Gay Men and a Place of
Diffusion for Lesbian Women.” The Journal for Undergraduate
Ethnography 2, no. 2 (2012): 1-17.
19 Michel Foucault, The Foucault Reader. ed. Paul Rabinow, (New York,
1984); Lukáš Kordík and Štefan Polakovič, “Shifting the Line:
Reclaiming Space for Social Interaction” Architectural Design 88, no. 5
(2018): 98-103. https://doi.org/10.1002/ad.2349.; Elif Alpak, et al.,
“Kamusal Açık Mekânların Kalitesi ve Sosyal Etkileşim Üzerindeki
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Interaction.” Journal of History Culture and Art Research 7, no. 2 (2018):
624. https://doi.org/10.7596/taksad.v7i2.1508.; Scott W. Renshaw,
“Postmodern Swing Dance and Secondary Adjustment: Identity as
Process” Symbolic Interaction 29, no. 1 (2006): 83-94.
https://doi.org/10.1525/si.2006.29.1.83.; Jill A. McCorkel, “Going to
the Crackhouse: Critical Space as a Form of Resistance in Total
Institutions and Everyday Life” Symbolic Interaction 21, no. 3 (1998):
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While many space concepts exist within the literature, there is no
existing concept for formative space. To further refine the concept of
formative space, I outline four other space concepts: Foucault’s
physical space, Polletta’s free space, Goffman’s critical space, and
Habermas’ communicative space.
Physical Space and Social Interaction
In his writings on social forces and their effects on social
interaction, Michel Foucault outlines the role physical space plays in
facilitating different social relationships. He argues that the physical
spaces within which people live may promote or inhibit different
ways of interacting with other individuals. For instance, prisons built
to provide little privacy to inmates and scarce visibility of wardens
encourage social interactions which strip power from inmates:
constantly fearful of being caught by wardens they cannot see,
inmates self-monitor their own behavior. Similarly, railroads
connecting distant towns and cities transformed national and
international identities during the nineteenth century: people who
once would have to travel for weeks to reach a neighboring country
could now do so in a matter of days, allowing formation of
meaningful relationships between people of different nationalities.
Foucault is careful to qualify this relationship, however: while the
effects of physical space on social interaction are significant, they are
ultimately determined by the culture in which the physical space
exists. Physical spaces designed to promote a certain pattern of
interaction may be appropriated to promote a different pattern if
actively utilized for that end 20. Even with this caveat, the concept of
physical space remains powerful and has been frequently used by
institutions to promote desired patterns of interaction 21.

452-69. https://doi.org/10.1080/14789940701470283; Francesca
Polletta, “‘Free Spaces’ in Collective Action” Theory and Society 28, no.
1 (1999): 1-38. https://doi.org/10.1023/A:1006941408302.; Robert
Futrell and Pete Simi, “Free Spaces, Collective Identity, and the
Persistence of U.S. White Power Activism.” Social Problems 51, no. 1
(2004): 16-42. https://doi.org/10.1525/sp.2004.51.1.16.
20 Foucault.
21 Kordík and Polakovič; Alpak, et al. 98-103.
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Communicative Space and Formation of Community
While the effects of physical space are limited to physical
localities, other concepts of space may operate in conceptual rather
than physical environments. Such a concept is Habermas’
communicative space, which exists as a purely conceptual space.
Habermas utilizes communicative space when exploring democratic
action and communication. He distinguishes two different modes of
communication: strategic action, which aims to create consensus on a
desired goal, and communicative action, which aims to uncover a
shared understanding of the group’s perceptions, values, or goals.
Because strategic action operates to persuade group members, it is
susceptible to coercive use; communicative action, however, does not
aim to persuade, preventing coercion and encouraging democratic
interaction. Habermas describes the portion of group communication
devoted to creating this shared understanding as communicative
space, stating that groups which greatly utilize communicative space
will operate more democratically 22. This concept of communicative
space has been used in settings such as mental health intervention
design to improve such programs’ empowering capacity for their
members 23. Communicative space is essential to groups’ potential to
act as a formative space: to effectively foster values within and
without the subculture, the group must first utilize communicative
space to understand what their shared values are. Otherwise, the
group’s formative potential may decline as members who do not
embrace the group’s stated goals spread them to the community
poorly or not at all.
Free Space: Generating Socio-political Movements
Polletta’s concept of free space constitutes an analogous
sociological concept to formative space. However, it remains distinct
from formative space in its essential socio-political nature. Borrowing
Goffman’s individual-level concept of free space, Polletta repurposes
the concept on the group organization level. She defines free space as
a physical or conceptual space in which a politically-oriented group
may maintain its group cohesion safe from the oppression of
22
23
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dominant political groups. Within this free space concept, she
distinguishes three sub-concepts: indigenous space, in which group
members foster close personal ties; transmovement space, in which
members from separate locations create connections between these
cells; and prefigurative space, in which members emulate an idealized
future within their community 24. Simi and Futrell modify this
framework to transmovement prefigurative and indigenous
prefigurative spaces, arguing that all free spaces have a prefigurative
element 25. While Polletta’s prefigurative space shares similarities with
formative space in terms of group-level scale and fostering of group
values, it can be conceptualized as a more specific case of formative
space which applies to groups which are politically oriented and
oppressed. Since swing culture is neither politically oriented nor
particularly oppressed, the more general formative space is a more
appropriate concept.
Critical Space: Facilitating Individual Identity
Lastly, Goffman’s concept of critical space presents an individuallevel analogue to formative space. Goffman theorizes this concept
using observations of total institutions, which act on individuals to
maintain total control of their narrative identity. Looking specifically
at mental institutions, Goffman identifies critical space as a physical
or conceptual space in which individuals carry out identity work to
maintain personal identity in opposition to the one-dimensional
institutional narrative. Goffman indicates the importance of decreased
institutional monitoring in allowing for critical space: whether as an
unmonitored hallway or as encoded phrasing, critical spaces must
give individuals physical or conceptual room to do identity work
without fear of institutional watch 26. McCorkel extends this concept
beyond the total institution, stating that individuals may utilize
critical space within normal life to maintain their own identity
narrative in opposition to a dominant narrative of their identity 27.
While formative space occurs on the group level, its emphasis on

Polletta, 1-38.
Futrell and Simi, 16-42.
26 Goffman.
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fostering a group culture distinct from the dominant culture bears
similarity to critical space.
Methods
Omaha Jitterbugs is a nonprofit organization which preserves and
celebrates Swing and Jazz dance styles from the early twentieth
century. It offers Jitterbugs Night Out, a weekly social dance which
provides a beginner lesson, in addition to month-long lesson tracks
and a yearly swing dance convention. Founded in 2000, the
organization is a gathering space for members of the Omaha
community across age groups, neighborhoods, and ethnicities.
Jitterbugs strives to create a unified community through social dance,
arguing that dance provides a metaphoric means to foster
communication between individuals from disparate groups.
Stemming from this commitment to communication, Jitterbugs strives
to create equitable relationships between people of different genders
and ethnicities, using its space as a locus of positive interaction and
inclusivity. Jitterbugs executives believe that fostering intercultural
interactions within the Jitterbugs scene will result in greater
intercultural interaction, and increased community cohesion, in
Omaha at large 28. In essence, Jitterbugs seeks to be a formative space,
fostering positive communication and inclusivity within the scene and
carrying those values into the larger Omaha culture. To evaluate
Omaha Jitterbugs’ potential as a formative space, I utilized a mixedmethods approach consisting of group concept mapping and semistructured interviews. Data were collected concurrently, allowing for
development of increased nuance in both methods.
Group Concept Mapping
I utilized GroupWisdom, an online concept mapping software
program, to carry out the group concept mapping. I designed the data
collection in accordance with guidelines outlined by Kane and
Trochim 29. I carried out informal interviews with the Jitterbugs
Jitterbugs, “Brand Book.” (2013).
Mary Kane and William Trochim, Concept Mapping for Planning and
Evaluation Edited by Leonard Bickman and Debra J. Rog (Thousand
28
29
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executive director and examined the Jitterbugs brand book to
formulate program theory pertaining to Jitterbugs’ inclusivity and
empowerment goals. Based on this, I constructed the following focus
prompt:
“Omaha Jitterbugs strives to unite disparate groups in Omaha into one
community, empowering people by creating a welcoming atmosphere and
promoting equality and cooperation among its members. Omaha Jitterbugs
can best accomplish this by…”
This focus prompt was incorporated into a brainstorming exercise
which was sent to Jitterbugs members via an online interface created
by GroupWisdom software. The link to the exercise was sent to
members through Jitterbugs social media and email lists. In addition,
laptop computers were brought to one social dance to target members
who attended the social dance. A small dessert was provided as
compensation for participants who completed the exercise at the
social dance. Informed consent was obtained passively from each
participant by including a consent letter within each concept mapping
exercise. The brainstorming exercise yielded 21 participants who
generated 36 raw statements. These statements were reduced to 28
statements during idea synthesis, which standardized statement
structure and eliminated duplicate and grossly irrelevant statements
while maintaining semantic content.
The resulting statements were incorporated into a statement
structuring exercise which consisted of one sorting and two rating
activities. The link to the exercise was sent through Jitterbugs social
media, and laptop computers were brought to two social dances. A
small dessert was again provided as compensation for participants at
the social dances. The statement structuring exercise yielded 18
sorting participants, 22 importance rating participants, and 21
feasibility rating participants. Sorting data were analyzed using
multidimensional scaling and hierarchical clustering to generate

Oaks: Sage Publications, Inc., 2007); Douglas Caulkins and Susan B.
Hyatt, “Using Consensus Analysis to Measure Cultural Diversity in
Organizations and Social Movements” Field Methods 11, no. 1 (1999):
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Codes.” Ethnology 39, no. 4 (2000): 365-93.
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concept maps 30. Rating data were used to construct Go-Zones and
pattern matching.
Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were used to more deeply illuminate
themes generated from the concept maps. Interview participants were
recruited utilizing convenience sampling through a recruitment email
sent through Jitterbugs’ email list and through face-to-face
recruitment. Informed consent was obtained passively by providing a
consent letter to each participant prior to interviewing. Participant
demographics were predominately white, with one participant
identifying as Asian. African American members of Jitterbugs were
sought, but none agreed to participate. One participant was collegeaged, two participants were young adults, and three participants were
middle-aged. Six total interviews were completed, ranging in length
from four to forty minutes, and all interviews were recorded and
transcribed. Confidentiality was assured by removing identifiers from
interview transcripts. All interviews were conducted using an
interview guide. The resulting transcripts were coded using
OpenCode software, which allowed the use of a grounded theory
approach 31. As part of this approach, transcripts were coded initially
according to themes which arose from each interview. Transcripts
were coded iteratively, with novel codes in one interview prompting
further analysis for these codes in the other interviews.
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Results
Table 1: Concept Map Statements

1

2
3

4

5
6

7

8
9

10

11
12

13

Statement
holding "bring a friend, get in
free" nights to increase outside
exposure
encouraging more responsive
DJing to feel the energy of the
dancers
increasing variation of song
types (slow songs, high energy,
different eras)
holding more themed dances
(pajama, animal print,
superhero, black tie, prom)
cross-marketing Jitterbugs
events with other dance and
music scenes in Omaha
expanding marketing to coffee
shops, grocery stores, high
schools, and universities
targeting underserved
neighborhoods when choosing
new locations or partnering
with outside groups
purposefully choosing nongendered language when
teaching dance parts
frequently switching partners
during lessons to facilitate
interaction
implementing allies to address
disrespectful behavior

15

16
17

18

encouraging Jitterbugs
regulars to reach out to new
or unfamiliar faces
handing out passes to
Jitterbugs Night Out at
outreach events
offering beginner lessons at
Jitterbugs Night Out

19

encouraging new dancers to
ask other people to dance

20

offering weekly lessons at
different skill levels

21

increasing awareness of
Jitterbugs Night Out

22

creating a "welcome
committee" of ambassadors
or liaisons for new attendees
advertising through various
platforms (word of mouth,
social media, partnerships)
facilitating people's growth
from casual to social to
excellent dancers
designating a grant writer to
raise funds for Jitterbugs

23

24

avoiding forcing equality,
inclusion, and diversity on
Jitterbugs members
offering annual events, contests,
and giveaways

25

fostering "underground"
identity of swing dance

27
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Statement
offering a Jitterbugs Night
Out yearly membership

26

playing mixer dance songs e.g. Shim Sham - that
encourage people to come
out on the dance floor and
partner up part way
through.
celebrating everyone's
abilities

14

giving dancers nametags to
encourage interaction

28

Reaching out to other
communities in the area that
aren’t especially represented
in the current Jitterbugs
scene

Figure 1: Point Map
Multidimensional scaling yielded a point map containing five
broad conceptual regions, shown in Figure 1. Statement numbers are
identified in Table 1. Preliminary analysis of this point map suggests a
region in the upper left concerned with how to bring new members to
Jitterbugs, including statements describing cross-marketing at dance
events, advertising through various platforms, and reaching out to
communities not currently in the Jitterbugs scene. Another region in
the upper middle concerns administrative actions that could be taken,
including statements describing hiring a grant writer, fostering the
swing scene’s “underground” identity, and offering a yearly
membership. Moving counterclockwise, a region in the lower left
contains two statements which do not fit neatly with other groups,
including avoiding contrived integration of the Jitterbugs scene and
holding themed dances. A region in the lower middle left contains
statements concerning ways the DJ could impact members’
experience, such as increasing variation of song types, being more
responsive to dancers, and playing mixer songs to encourage
interaction. A region in the lower middle right contains statements
concerning members’ development as dancers, such as holding
beginner lessons, encouraging dancers to develop their abilities, and
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offering weekly lessons at different skill levels. Finally, the region in
the lower far right contains statements concerning the social
environment within the Jitterbugs scene, such as celebrating the
abilities of all dancers, implementing allies and ambassadors, and
encouraging regular dancers to interact with newer dancers.

Figure 2: Cluster Map
Hierarchical clustering of these statements yielded a cluster map
with seven major clusters, shown in Figure 2. This map was largely
consistent with preliminary themes arising from the point map.
Clusters were labeled using labeling analysis, which identified
participant groupings most similar to those in the cluster map and
used the labels used by such participants 32. This analysis yielded
seven major themes: Marketing, Purposeful Outreach, Organization
Improvements, Responsive DJing, Education, Don’t Do This, and
Jitterbugs Community. Within the Organization Improvements
cluster, subclusters concerning financial streamlining and Jitterbugs
identity work were present. In addition, within the Jitterbugs
Community cluster, I identified subclusters concerning community
standards and community cohesion. Analysis of average importance
ratings for each cluster, shown in Figure 3, indicates that Jitterbugs
members view Marketing, Education, and Jitterbugs Community as
most important, with Purposeful Outreach and Responsive DJing
only slightly less important. Several interviews echoed this emphasis
on marketing, arguing that the best way to improve Jitterbugs’
32

Kane and Trochim.
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accessibility to underserved communities was to increase Jitterbugs’
social media presence and have members engage in more word of
mouth advertisement. Notably, participants rated Don’t Do This,
concerning avoiding contrived integration, as least important,
suggesting a desire for integration within the Jitterbugs scene.

Figure 3: Cluster Rating Map

Figure 4: Go-Zone
Creation of a Go-Zone comparing importance and feasibility
ratings for each statement, shown in Figure 4, indicated that
statements pertaining to Marketing and Jitterbugs community are
most actionable, having been rated most highly for each value.
Among these actionable statements are providing beginner lessons at
social dances, frequently switching partners to increase interaction,
increasing awareness of Jitterbugs Night Out, celebrating everyone’s
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abilities, creating a welcoming and inclusive culture using
ambassadors and allies, and advertising through various platforms.
Statements pertaining to purposeful outreach, such as reaching out to
unrepresented communities, were considered to be important, but
they face barriers of feasibility before they can be implemented.
Fostering the “underground” identity of the swing scene, wearing
nametags, and avoiding contrived integration of the scene were
considered to be least important, indicating that they should not be
pursued.

Figure 5: Importance Ratings by Race
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Figure 6: Feasibility Ratings by Race

Figure 7: Importance Ratings by Gender
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Figure 8: Importance Ratings by Membership Duration

Figure 9: Importance Ratings by Age
Analysis of ladder graphs of importance based on participant
demographics, shown in Figures 5 and 6, indicated a general
consensus across demographics that views the Jitterbugs Community
cluster as most important. Similarly, participants viewed the
Organization Improvements and Don’t Do This clusters as least
important. Minority-ethnicity participants valued the Purposeful
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Outreach cluster more importantly than white respondents did,
indicating that potential future Jitterbugs members who are part of
ethnic minorities would best be drawn to the scene through
purposeful targeting of underserved populations. Interestingly,
minority-ethnicity participants also valued the Purposeful Outreach
cluster more feasibly than white respondents did. This suggests that
efforts to bring in new members from underserved areas may in fact
be easier than what Jitterbugs fears it may be. New members valued
the Purposeful Outreach and Education clusters above the Marketing
cluster in contrast with members who had been part of the scene for a
year or more, who valued Marketing above Purposeful Outreach and
Education. This suggests that people new to the Jitterbugs scene are
more impacted by the formation of community within the scene
rather than by Jitterbugs’ social media and marketing presence.
Despite the low importance rating of fostering the “underground”
identity of the swing scene, this sentiment was echoed in the
interviews. Participants emphasized the distinction between the
Jitterbugs scene and other nightlife scenes, describing Jitterbugs as
“clean fun” and “bringing people together in a natural way”. They
frequently referenced the “iffy” atmosphere in nightclubs and bars,
setting Jitterbugs as an opposite due to its emphasis on positive social
interaction. In the words of one participant:
Usually on Friday nights, I don’t see a lot of people on their phones.
They’re actually communicating and talking – it’s kind of like the
phenomenon when the power goes out and the whole neighborhood
goes out to their front porch – and they talk to each other and they
see each other. It really brings the community together, that doesn’t
involve technology, it just brings people together in a natural way
and they have fun! It really brings that community together.
This “clean” atmosphere was linked to nostalgic sentiments
characterizing the swing scene as recreating social and community
relationships from the early twentieth century. They associated this
gathering of “old souls” with the qualities of class and sophistication,
indicating significant positive sentiments towards the Swing Era. As
earlier mentioned, this nostalgia can be problematic, as it often
obscures the racial segregation and gender disempowerment
prevalent at that time. As a result, the nostalgia that often brings new
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members to Jitterbugs may be inhibiting its ability to create a more
inclusive and empowering culture.
Lastly, interviews revealed an association between members’
personal ownership of Jitterbugs and their suggested method of
outreach. Several participants stated that Jitterbugs could best
improve its accessibility if the organization improved its social media
presence and distributed advertisements throughout Omaha
establishments. This method of marketing, however, places the onus
of success on the Jitterbugs executives, who are responsible for
maintaining the social media accounts and contribute to much of the
institutional outreach efforts. In contrast, it demands very little effort
from members who are uninvolved as volunteers. Some participants,
however, stated that Jitterbugs could best improve its accessibility
through intentional outreach by members in their workplaces and
communities. These participants often shared stories of their
experiences sharing their hobbies, and in some cases, they had been
introduced to Jitterbugs through this same process. This method of
marketing places the onus of success on each member of Jitterbugs
rather than on executives only. In addition, it requires members to
actively embrace the values of the Jitterbugs scene, resulting in a more
cohesive subculture.
Discussion
Implications for Jitterbugs Policy
Omaha Jitterbugs as an organization seeks to create a space where
members can engage in positive relationships with other members of
the Omaha community, enabling cross-cultural communication and
developing a cohesive community. This study illuminated several
initiatives that could be carried out to reach that goal. Participants in
both the interviews and concept mapping indicated that Jitterbugs
should engage in greater outreach in the Omaha community. While
there is some disagreement whether organization-level marketing or
individual-level approach is more useful, the fact that interview
participants initially came to Jitterbugs due to word of mouth
invitation suggests that this would be a more fruitful approach.
In addition, concept mapping participants considered the creation
of a cohesive community within Jitterbugs and purposeful
engagement with members to develop their skills to be highly
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important for the scene to be inclusive and empowering. They
suggested organization-level initiatives such as ambassadors and
allies in addition to individual-level initiatives such as having regular
members purposefully engage with newer members. That said,
interview participants provided important insights into members’
perceptions of member interaction. They cautioned against contrived
activities such as snowball dances, which involve dancers bringing
other members onto the floor over the course of the song, saying that
these interactions often create stress for those asking for dances.
Conversely, they support DJ-led initiatives, such as songs in which
people are directed to ask those they do not know to dance. They state
that these types of initiatives establish a culture of interaction which is
not present in snowball dances, allaying the stress that comes from
asking someone they do not know.
Finally, the interview participants also expressed concerns with
working to interact with new members. For some, while they do not
refuse to interact with new members, they experience disappointment
and loss when a new member with whom they have put effort into
engaging decides not to return to the scene. This input indicates
greater complexity involved in encouraging interaction between new
and regular members. Jitterbugs should seek to address these and
similar concerns when working to promote intra-scene interaction.
Jitterbugs’ Role Within the Omaha Community
While Jitterbugs as an organization desires to use its scene to
promote cultural cohesion in the broader Omaha community, data
from the concept maps and interviews suggest that members view
Jitterbugs’ role as primarily within the scene. Concept mapping
yielded Jitterbugs Community and Education as two of the most
important initiatives for members, indicating a strong focus on
Jitterbugs’ role within the scene. Further, Marketing was rated more
important than Purposeful Outreach, indicating an into-Jitterbugs
orientation rather than an out-to-Omaha orientation.
The into-Jitterbugs orientation frames the Jitterbugs scene as a
recipient of people from the Omaha community: while some
marketing may be done on an organizational level, recruitment is
largely passive and there is little consideration of what the
organization should do in the broader community. By contrast, the
out-to-Omaha orientation frames Jitterbugs as an agent in the Omaha
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community: recruitment is largely done by actively seeking potential
members and inviting them to join, and the organization actively
looks for ways to engage with the community and other
organizations. While the Jitterbugs leadership strives to create cultural
cohesion in the Omaha community through an out-to-Omaha
orientation, participants suggest that this orientation has not been
adopted and an into-Jitterbugs orientation remains prevalent among
members. This orientation will likely remain a barrier to Omaha
Jitterbugs’ efforts to create community cohesion in Omaha unless
purposefully addressed.
Formative Space Potential
Omaha Jitterbugs possesses potential to become a formative space
within the Omaha community. Occupying both a physical space and a
conceptual space defined by its niche as Omaha’s swing dance scene,
it creates a defined space where Omahans meet around shared values
and interests. Jitterbugs is actively working to foster gender and racial
equality within the scene through creation of an inclusive culture and
an emphasis on dance as a metaphor for effective communication.
However, this work is counteracted by residual nostalgia pervading
the scene: by emulating revisionist memories of the Swing Era,
Jitterbugs members obscure the history of racial and gender
segregation that the organization is currently trying to overcome. This
duality of values hobbles efforts to spread values of cultural
inclusivity and empowerment to the broader Omaha community,
generating conflict between outwardly-oriented values of
empowerment and inwardly-oriented values of nostalgia. Because of
this, Jitterbugs has not reached its potential as a formative space.
To do so, the organization must work purposefully to foster
inclusivity and empowerment as values among its members, creating
member buy-in and internalization of these values. This can be done
effectively utilizing communicative space. Such space functions
without agenda to illuminate group understanding of their similar or
different perceptions of what values the Jitterbugs scene should foster.
This project, utilizing group concept mapping and interview, has
created a communicative space to address these questions, though
greater communicative space is required to generate organizationwide understanding. If Jitterbugs members truly value inclusivity and
empowerment, communicative space will illuminate these shared
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values and members can carry them into the broader culture. In this
case, Jitterbugs could realize its potential as a formative space. If
Jitterbugs members do not value inclusivity and empowerment,
Jitterbugs will not realize its potential and will likely have to
reevaluate its goals as a scene. Even in this case, though, the resulting
unified understanding of shared values will result in a more cohesive
scene despite its lack of function as a formative space.
The findings in this study allow for refined conceptualization of
formative space and its characteristics. Despite Omaha Jitterbugs’
current failure to reach its potential as a formative space, the causes
for this provide insight into how a formative space may be created
successfully. Jitterbugs had a distinct physical-conceptual space and
desired to spread its values out to the Omaha community, but it failed
to do so due to conflicting sets of values within the group. Groups
which successfully create formative space will likely have to carry out
significant communicative action within their membership to develop
a refined understanding of the values held by the group.
Additionally, Jitterbugs’ efforts to spread their values to the
greater community were hampered by a significant portion of
members who viewed Jitterbugs’ role as focusing within Jitterbugs
rather than out into the community. Groups which successfully create
formative space will likely have to devote significant energy to
enculturation of their members, creating collective buy-in of the
groups’ desired values by the individuals who make up those groups.
This enculturation would be crucial to such groups’ success in
spreading their values, as it is individuals who mediate interaction
with the larger culture rather than the group itself. Considering this,
groups which successfully create formative space will likely be small
and closely-knit, since increases in membership size compound the
communicative action and enculturative work necessary for
consensus within the group.
Limitations and Future Inquiry
During the course of this study, I found it necessary to modify my
initial recruitment protocols for the concept mapping activities. I
anticipated most respondents would be recruited through Jitterbugs
social media and email lists, but I discovered during the
brainstorming phase that this method of recruitment was largely
ineffective. I refocused my efforts on recruiting participants at the
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weekly social dances, providing laptop computers for participants’
use in completing the activities. This method was more successful in
recruiting participants, but I found during the statement structuring
phase that it potentially compromised the quality of data I could
receive. While members were more likely to participate when
approached in person, they grew fatigued by the relatively long
duration of the sorting and rating activities. They did not wish to
spend time on a survey when they could be dancing, so a portion
discontinued the survey before completing one or more of the
activities. Had this not occurred, I might have been able to produce
more robust findings from the concept mapping. In future studies of
swing dance scenes or similar organizations, this survey fatigue may
be better avoided by carrying out the concept mapping activities in a
workshop format, separate from the dance setting to which many
respondents wished to return. Such a format would likely increase the
validity of data gathered from this methodology, allowing for better
integration with complementary sources of data.
While this study did not produce a positive example of formative
space, it did yield data that hint at fascinating avenues of inquiry
concerning the development and functioning of formative space. This
study indicates that the creation of formative space requires a degree
of enculturation of members to create buy-in of the group’s desired
values. This invites questions regarding that enculturation. How does
the group create buy-in among newer members? To what degree do
new members’ values impact the values previously held by the
group? While this study does not concern itself with individuals’
interactions with the greater community, such interactions would also
be fruitful terrain for inquiry. How are values spread on an individual
level? Does adoption of more abstract values require similar
adherence to concrete activities like swing dance? Is the spread of
values in the greater community qualitatively different than the
fostering of values among new members within the group? Each of
these questions would be useful in developing a greater
understanding of the characteristics and functioning of formative
space.
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INTERDISCIPLINARY LEADERSHIP OBSERVED:
A GROUP CARE HOME DYAD
Ellie Heitzig
Creighton University

Introduction
Inequities in health outcomes are being experienced by billions of
people worldwide as we face the global pandemic caused by the
novel corona virus.1,2 This global pandemic highlights the increasingly
interdependent world that we are living in. One promising path
forward as we live through this pandemic is for professionals in
education, health, business, government, and social good
organizations to work together to address this complex problem.3,4 To
face complex problems, like the global pandemic, we need people
who are prepared to engage in leadership in a way that focuses on
how to work together effectively.5 One approach that holds potential
to guide efforts to effectively work together is interdisciplinary

“Coronavirus.” World Health Organization, World Health
Organization, www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novelcoronavirus-2019.
2 Sandra Crouse Quinn and Supriya Kumar. “Health Inequalities and
Infectious Disease Epidemics: A Challenge for Global Health
Security.” Biosecurity and Bioterrorism: Biodefense Strategy, Practice, and
Science, vol. 12, no. 5 (2014): 263–273., doi:10.1089/bsp.2014.0032.
3 J. Kania, & M. Kramer, “Collective impact.” Stanford Social Innovation
Review. (2011). Retrieved from https://ssir.org/
4 J. Kania, & M. Kramer, “The equity imperative in collective impact.”
Stanford Social Innovation Review. (2015) Retrieved from
https://ssir.org/
5 Wheatley, M. J. “Leadership and the new science: Discovering order
in a chaotic world.” (Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc., 2006).
1
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leadership.6 However, there is a critical need for a deeper exploration
of interdisciplinary leadership. The purpose of this paper is to
investigate the context, strategies, and practices of one
interdisciplinary leadership team.
In Table 1 Bloomquist and Georges outline their conceptual
understanding of interdisciplinary leadership.7 They propose
interdisciplinary leadership is an inclination to exercise control over
the identity, practice, and outcomes that help people work together to
address complex problems. As a way of being, interdisciplinary
leadership identity is “not seen in itself but in its manifestation
through thoughts, feelings, and actions and as expressed in behavioral
events.”8 As a phenomenon, interdisciplinary leadership practice
requires patience and social intelligence that are needed for effective
collaboration in diverse, multi-sector environments. Finally, what
results from these unique leadership identities and practices are
interdisciplinary leadership outcomes that can only be said to occur if
direction, alignment, and commitment9 are achieved. This means,
people who are working together to address complex problems are
only practicing interdisciplinary leadership if the people working
together are working on an outcome that is aligned with one another,
in which everyone is committed to the same goal, and everyone is
headed in a same direction. An individual may claim to have an
inclination toward an interdisciplinary leadership identity and/or
may claim they practice interdisciplinary leadership, but if the group
is not able to work together to achieve direction, alignment, and
commitment interdisciplinary leadership has not occurred.
C.D. Bloomquist, et al., “Interdisciplinary Leadership Practices in
Graduate Leadership Education Programs.” Journal of Leadership
Studies. (2018). doi: https://doi.org/10.1002/jls.21579
7 Bloomquist, C.D., & L.C. Georges, “Interdisciplinary Leadership: A
New Path for Leadership Educators” [Manuscript in preparation].
Department of Interdisciplinary Studies, Creighton University. (2020).
8 T. Newstead, T., et al., “What is virtue? Advancing the
conceptualization of virtue to inform positive organizational inquiry.”
Academy of Management Perspectives 32, no. 4 (2018): 443-457.
https://doi.org/10/5465/amp.2017.0162
9 W. H. Drath, et al., “Direction, alignment, commitment: Toward a
more integrative ontology of leadership.” The Leadership Quarterly 19
(2008): 635-653. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2008.09.003
6
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Table 1. A Conceptual Understanding of Interdisciplinary
Leadership10
Real
Domain

Actual
Domain

Empirical
Domain

Identity

Interdisciplinary Leadership Identity

Generative
mechanisms and
structures that give
rise to events.

An inclination toward a complexity perspective, believing
diversity has value in specific situations, seeing integration,
innovativeness, and collective intelligence as emergent
properties in which to develop capacity, and structuring
networks to create virtuous circles of activities, like sharing
responsibilities with others when addressing complexity.

Practice

Interdisciplinary Leadership Practice

Observed and
unobserved events

Behaviors and characteristics arising from interdisciplinary
leadership identity.

Outcomes
Subjective
experiences of
events

Interdisciplinary Leadership Outcomes
Subjective interpretation of interdisciplinary leadership
practice, i.e., what is changed as a result of interdisciplinary
leadership practice? Is there direction, alignment, and
commitment among members of a diverse group of people
who are sharing work?

This paper describes a study that was designed to look more
closely at interdisciplinary leadership identity and practice by
focusing on the dynamic between the co-owners of a group care
home. This preliminary qualitative study explored the contextual
forces, strategies, and practices that made up the unique leadership
identity and practice of this healthcare leadership dyad. Findings
from this study can contribute to further refining the
conceptualization of interdisciplinary leadership as a unique
leadership approach that could be used by leadership practitioners
attempting to address complex problems.
Methods
This exploratory qualitative study asked how individuals in a
leadership dyad use everyday conversation, gestures, and teamwork
strategies to construct the conditions that allow intersectional partners
to find direction, alignment, and commitment to guide employees and
provide high quality care to residents. After receiving ethical approval
for the larger, overall project for which this preliminary research is a
Bloomquist, & Georges, “Interdisciplinary Leadership: A New
Path” [Manuscript in preparation].
10
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part, my faculty mentor and I identified a healthcare dyad that met
the criteria of being an interdisciplinary team. Two co-owners of a
small group care home in the midwestern United States were invited
to participate in the study because (1) they were known to lead their
care home using a leadership dyad approach, meaning the pair works
in partnership to run their company with neither of them taking a
hierarchically superior role over the other and (2) the pair was also
known to come from different disciplinary backgrounds, i.e., one is a
registered nurse and the other is a social worker, which made them an
interdisciplinary team. After the dyad consented to participation in
the study, I interviewed the co-owners first individually, and then,
together as a group.
I used an unstructured interview guide, allowing participants to
more freely respond and guide the conversation. I used four main
questions to invite the participants to talk about their thinking,
practices, and strategies. For example, I asked, “Can you share an
example of successfully working on a complex problem within your
field that requires you to work with people who are different from
you, whether that is a person from a different department, a different
organization, a different academic discipline background, etc.?”,
followed by different probing questions to help the participants reflect
on their experiences and practices. I also asked “What would you say
makes it possible to work across differences to address complex
problems?” as well as “What do you think happens when the
conditions are right that make it possible for you to achieve
alignment, commitment, and a common purpose with others who are
different from you to address the complex problems within your
field?” Interviews were conducted, recorded, and transcribed using
Zoom (www.zoom.com), and each interview lasted approximately 60
minutes.
A three-step process was used to guide the analysis of data. First,
I read through the transcripts and made corrections based on reading
and listening to the recording. Second, I conducted member-checking
by sending the transcripts back to the participants and asked them,
“When you have a chance please review the transcript and let me
know if there is anything you would like to add or delete.” Neither of
the participants provided any changes to the transcriptions. Finally,
line by line, constant comparison coding was used to highlight
meaning units and categorize them into themes. Interview data was
analyzed and interactions between the dyad members were explored
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to determine how their practices represented qualities of
interdisciplinary leadership.
Results
Participants emphasized the importance of collaboration while
simultaneously separating tasks by individual skill sets, producing a
more productive environment that requires communication in order
to be effective. The co-owners described their practices of fostering
trust, using examples and storytelling as descriptive tools.
Dyad Member 1 expressed the necessity for “solid open
communication… and solid expectations,” explaining that with the
presence of strong communication channels, interdisciplinary
partners are able to “speak their mind… and then be able to
compromise and come to a goal or an outcome that will work.” This
notion was echoed by Dyad Member 2, who emphasized the
importance of teamwork in their interdisciplinary leadership
practices. Dyad Member 2 stated that “when we all come together as a
team, you know, we're talking, we're communicating, we're all on the
same page.” Dyad Member 2, a registered nurse, elicited a people-first
approach to teamwork, reflecting on the dyad’s leadership practices
and stating that “coming together is huge.” Both dyad members also
suggested that trust was vital to their teamwork structure, mentioning
that interdisciplinary leaders need “time to be able to build a trust
within the group.”
Through analysis of participants’ descriptions of their experiences
and by tracing the thread between participants’ experiences, I found
that participant descriptions of their identity and practice of
interdisciplinary leadership elicited four themes. The first two themes
being interdisciplinary leadership practices and the second two
describing interdisciplinary leadership identities.
Communication
The first theme that emerged was related to communication.
Communication between the leadership dyad, but also between
subsidiary and contract employees was crucial for this leadership
dyad to achieve the patient outcomes that aligned with their
organization’s values.
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The co-owners both depicted communication as of upmost
importance to their organizational success. For example, in the onset
of the company and in formation of their mission, both co-owners
drew from different disciplinary backgrounds—that of a social
worker and registered nurse, to provide a holistic and sustainable
vision. They described a web of communication, using multiple
communication sources to most effectively relay messages to staff and
contract employees.
Teamwork
Secondly, the vitality of teamwork, both between the co-owners of
the care home, as well as between upper-level management and staff,
was evident. This leadership dyad used a “divide and conquer”
approach to problem solving, while sometimes tackling problems
together when necessary. The two co-owners used management
approaches that contrasted with one another, but when combined
together, allowed the company to thrive. The dyad used the
expression, “good cop bad cop,” to describe their differing
perspectives toward disciplinary action and interactions with staff.
These roles were evident in the interview, as Dyad Member 1 was
more vocal, while Dyad Member 2 was much more reflective.
Varying Formality
The third theme that emerged from the data related to the level of
formality in interactions that varied based on necessity, but also grew
as the dyad relationship developed and matured. As the dyad built
trust between each other and with staff, different communication
strategies were employed to save time, yet they upheld teamwork
strategies throughout their everyday practices by relaying vital
information. Phrases like “solid open communication” and mentions
of “teamwork” or “together as a team” were recurrent as mentioned
in themes 1 and 2. However, the continued development and
maturation of these practices was also emphasized by the dyad
suggesting the idea of continued trust building was vital to this
dyad’s identity and practice of interdisciplinary leadership.
Increasing Complexity
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For the fourth theme a clearer inclination toward interdisciplinary
leadership emerged. Interdisciplinary leadership as defined by this
dyad as the use of teamwork and clear communication, become
exponentially more important for more complex patients at the care
home. Though neither participant mentioned interdisciplinarity
directly, they referenced their use of “multi-disciplinary” practices in
community health efforts, noting how these strategies helped form the
holistic and patient-centered mission of their care home company.
When external team members, like hospice or therapy professionals
are involved, the communication between the two dyad members
becomes even more evident and necessary, as they rely on each other
to augment and coordinate the patient-centered care for the patient.
Discussion
To advance interdisciplinary leadership we first must be clear
about what we mean by
interdisciplinary leadership identity and practice. With
interdisciplinarity, members from different disciplines share work on
the same project to focus on the reciprocal action between the
disciplines, and group members share goals to address a common,
complex problem.11 There is a blurring of disciplinary boundaries
which requires individuals to surrender some aspects of their own
disciplinary role, but still maintain a discipline-specific identity. The
interdisciplinary process is also interactive, integrative, and
collaborative resulting in individuals actively learning about and from
each other as they practice teamwork12,13. This identity and practice
was reflected in this study through the co-owner’s necessity for fluid
communication, their use of teamwork, their desire to continue to
develop trust, and placing value on the diversity of experience they
gained from partnerships. Fiore, regarding interdisciplinarity as
teamwork, expressed that “today, given the complexity and quantity
of knowledge within individual disciplines, no one person is capable
of maintaining the deep understanding necessary to conduct truly

J. Welch, “Interdisciplinarity and the history of western
epistemology.” Issues in Integrative Studies 27 (2009): 35-69.
12 Welch, 35-69.
13 Wheatley.
11
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interdisciplinary research.”14 While Fiore’s example deals with the
logistics of conducting research across disciplines, this applies in a
simplified sense to this healthcare leadership dyad. For truly effective
interdisciplinary leadership identity and practice, the group care
home dyad demonstrated that they let go of some level of autonomy,
allowing for a transcendent leadership structure.
This type of leadership structure is in line with what Drath and
colleagues describe when contexts “become increasingly peer-like and
collaborative”15 and old ways of thinking about leaders and followers
become limiting. This new way of thinking about leadership “would
no longer necessarily involve talk of leaders and followers and their
shared goals, but would necessarily involve talk of direction,
alignment, and commitment.”16 This means that the realized outcome
marks the occurrence of leadership, not merely holding the identity of
a ‘leader’ or ‘practicing leadership.’ The participants in this study
encompassed this collaborative leadership approach focused around
direction, alignment, and commitment, describing a patient-centered
approach to care and “family style” living facilities. In the formation
and daily practice of their organizational values, participants
explained their commitment to providing individualized care to aging
seniors, and to providing housing, personalized assistance, and a
secure environment to help seniors maintain a dignified quality of life.
The results of this preliminary study suggest what previous
studies have found before17 that the practice of leadership can take
many forms and can be expressed through a variety of practices. The
leadership dyad participants in this study extended previous studies
by emphasizing the variety of strategies they use to work together.
The participants’ relationship was evident throughout the interviews,
as they bounced ideas off each other and played off each other’s
strengths and weaknesses.
In the context of the 2020 SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, the strategies of
interdependency and interdisciplinary leadership through
Fiore, Stephen M. “Interdisciplinarity as Teamwork.” Small Group
Research 39, no. 3 (2008): 251–277., doi:10.1177/1046496408317797.
15 Drath, 635-53.
16 Ibid.
17 Bruce J. Avolio, et al. “Leadership: Current Theories, Research, and
Future Directions.” Annual Review of Psychology 60, no. 1 (2009): 421–
449., doi:10.1146/annurev.psych.60.110707.163621.
14
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communication and teamwork become increasingly important. When
individuals work together in interdisciplinary teams18 to share their
different ideas and experiences, share responsibility, and share
accountability for the work, we as a global society will be better able
to find more effective and sustainable solutions. A leadership vision
focused on direction, alignment, and commitment, rather than a
stagnant hierarchal approach will help propel innovation and fuel
problem-solving strategies to aid in pandemic relief, and to shape
interdisciplinary leaders of tomorrow.
Conclusion
This qualitative study shows a set of beliefs, practices, and
outcomes that distinguish interdisciplinary leadership from other
approaches to leadership and unpacks how interdisciplinary
leadership could be used by leadership practitioners attempting to
address complex problems. Through analysis of interview data and
observation of the group care home co-owner’s interactions and
practices, I concluded that these interdisciplinary leaders practice
interdisciplinary leadership through their use of clear communication
and teamwork, allowing them to achieve direction, alignment, and
commitment within their company. If interdisciplinary leadership
requires teamwork and clear communication which allows
individuals who are different from one another to engage in
productive discussions that promote direction, alignment, and
commitment when addressing complex problems, the next question
for future research is, how can we help more leaders become better
interdisciplinary leadership practitioners?
A current complex problem, the 2020 SARS-CoV-2 pandemic, has
highlighted the necessity for interdisciplinarity to effectively and
sustainably address the disparities experienced by the global
population. SARS-CoV-2 will likely impact the world for generations
to come, meaning interdisciplinary leadership with a common
purpose and focused goals is more vital than ever. The use of
interdisciplinary leadership identity and practices to solve the
complex problems that plague healthcare systems globally, focused
McCallin, A. “Interdisciplinary team leadership: A revisionist
approach for an old problem?” Journal of Nursing Management 11
(2003): 364-370.
18
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around direction, alignment, and commitment opens a world of
opportunity for more compassionate, focused, driven, and effective
leadership.
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WHEN CONSPIRACY THEORISTS
ALIGN WITH THE EXISTING LAWS:
THE PUBLIC AND COUNTERPUBLIC RHETORIC OF
GUN CONTROL AFTER SANDY HOOK
Reghan Kort
Creighton University

Introduction
In the United States, we experience tragic events behind the barrel
of the gun. According to Rood, “the gun debate has been at the
forefront of American politics for the last 50 years.”1 One shooting
that tore at America’s heartstrings was the Sandy Hook Elementary
School shooting, which claimed the lives of 26 people, a majority of
whom were children. The gun debate was significantly prominent in
the months following Sandy Hook. I have categorized four New York
Times articles published after that fateful day on December 14, 2012,
in relation to their viewpoint of the ever-present issue of stricter gun
laws. I argue that by dividing multiple audiences into strong/weak
publics and counterpublics it can reveal how small screens allow
extremely divisive discourse in response to a complex social issue. My
analysis contributes to rhetorical theory by exposing the complexity of
counterpublics and how screens can bring to light extremely polarized
counterpublics. My analysis addresses the opposing viewpoints of
family members of Sandy Hook victims, politicians for stricter gun
laws, politicians against laws, as well as conspiracy theorists who are
extreme Second Amendment supporters. First, I will provide a brief
description of each article. Next, I will go over contextual information
on the public, counterpublic, public sphere, and the public screen. I
Craig Rood, “‘Our Tears Are Not Enough’: The Warrant of the Dead
in the Rhetoric of Gun Control.” Quarterly Journal of Speech 104, no. 1
(2018): 1. doi:10.1080/00335630.2017.1401223.
1
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then categorize each article based on their viewpoints and explain
how these categorizations are relevant. Finally, I will reveal how my
findings contribute to rhetorical theory.
Description of the Artifact
I found four news articles that best represented four different
viewpoints. I looked at many different articles on the New York Times
website before deciding on these four. All four articles were published
between January 16, 2013, and April 17, 2018. Article one titled
“Private Pain and Public Debate Take Toll on Newtown Parents”
revolves around the perspectives of Sandy Hook parents just over a
month after the shooting. While the parents are still grieving the loss
of their children, many are taking a stand for stricter gun laws. Article
two titled “Obama to put ‘Everything I’ve Got’ into Gun Control”
summarizes the viewpoints of politicians after Obama announces that
he plans to ask Congress to toughen gun laws. According to this
article, many politicians stand with Obama while others do not. The
third article is about a radio host who claims that the Sandy Hook
shooting was a hoax orchestrated by opponents against the Second
Amendment. It’s titled “Sandy Hook parents sue Alex Jones for
defamation.” The fourth article is similar to the third wherein it is also
about a sheriff who believed that Sandy Hook did not occur.
Specifically, he maintained that the Sandy Hook parents were actors.
This article is titled “Oregon Sheriff shared Sandy Hook Conspiracy
Theory on Facebook.” I chose these articles because they revealed four
varied groups with opposing attitudes. Specifically, I selected each
article to analyze its stance on the gun law debate. After a tragedy like
Sandy Hook, many people reevaluated their views on guns. The gun
debate is a political issue that has consumed media for years. Though
the Sandy Hook shooting occurred almost seven years ago, it is
something that is historically significant, especially for Generation Z.
This shooting was the first to involve elementary school children. The
gunman killed a majority of Sandy Hook’s first graders, who were six
to seven years old. This tragedy is something that has been widely
studied for a variety of reasons. There is a wide array of articles out
there that cover the tragedy from other frames as well, but my
artifacts are four New York Times articles that have been published
from 2013-2018.
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Publics and Counterpublics
Everyday talk occurs without us being aware of it. It just happens;
one person starts a conversation regarding current news or something
as simple as the weather and another person responds. There are
communication terms used to describe when this occurs; they are
publics and counterpublics. Palczewski, Ice, and Fritch identify
publics as “formed by people coming together to discuss common
concerns, including concerns about who they are and what they
should do.”2 Publics allow others to share their beliefs and concerns
within society with people who have similar ideals. Publics display
people who want to be present and participate in forming societal
norms and societal culture. Counterpublics, on the other hand, are
defined by Palczewski, Ice, and Fritch as, “parallel discursive arenas
where members of subordinated social groups invent and circulate
counter-discourse to formulate oppositional interpretations of their
identities, interests, and needs.”3 Publics recognize most viewpoints.
Counterpublics form when there are viewpoints that differ from the
general public. Public opinion is not always perceived as the right
opinion. Counterpublics challenge the norms. Counterpublics are
allowed to share ideas that may disagree with the public, but their
ideas are still valid. Counterpublics go against the majority and allow
there to be an argumentative discourse that effects change.
Both publics and counterpublics influence democracy. Citizens
form the public to reinvent political power and authority by talking
about topics relevant in society and contributing to the resolution of
problems.4 Counterpublics are formed with a similar definition, but
they are, “voicing the oppositional needs and values, not by appealing
to the universality of the public.”5 Politics and counterpublics are both
questioning the dominant public/group within society.
Counterpublics challenge the public and democracy meant for
everyone to have a voice.
Catherine Helen Palczewski et al., Rhetoric in civic life. (State College,
PA: Strata Pub, 2016): 266.
3 Ibid, 273.
4 Melanie Loehwing, and Jeff Motter, “Publics, Counterpublics, and
the Promise of Democracy,” Philosophy & Rhetoric 42, no 3 (2009): 227.
doi:10.1353/par.0.0037.
5 Ibid, 228.
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Publics and counterpublics can be categorized as either weak or
strong. Palczewski, Ice, and Fritch define weak publics as, “publics
whose deliberative practice consists exclusively in opinion formation
and does not also encompass decision making,” while strong publics
are defined as, “publics whose discourse encompasses both opinion
formation and decision making.”6 (p. 271). The main difference
between strong and weak publics is who has the power to make a
decision or change a decision. An example of a strong
public/counterpublic would be a politician, because he/she has the
ability to create and change laws, something that people without
power in our society cannot do.
Public Sphere and Public Screen
Publics and counterpublics are only useful if people have a place
to communicate their concerns. This is where the public sphere comes
into play. The public sphere is defined as a, “network for
communicating information and points of view.”7 The ideal public
sphere is open to all, addresses matters of general interest, and
opinions are free from coercion.8 Free and open communication
allows for honest opinions to be made by people because people will
speak their mind if they feel comfortable and safe to do so. No one
should feel forced to say something or agree with someone. Without a
public sphere, there is no place for people to speak their minds. When
Jurgen Haberman first came up with the idea of the public sphere he
thought of it as a physical place such as coffee shops or diners. These
are places where people can meet to discuss something as serious as
politics or as lighthearted as the weather. serious such as politics or
something more lighthearted such as the weather. We no longer view
places like coffee shops as public spheres, instead, we look to digital
spaces to engage in public discourse.
With the turn of the 21st century, public spheres have changed.
Technology has made communicating with others easier than ever.
Face-to-face interaction is no longer seen as the only means to
communicate; that is a thing of the past. Public spheres have changed
from coffee shops to online. No longer does there have to be a
Palczewski et al., 271.
Rood, 3.
8 Palczewski et al., 269.
6
7
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physical destination to voice your concerns; with social media you can
do it from anywhere. Constantinescu describes the effect technology
has made on the public sphere: “in the past years, the public sphere
has moved from a tangible form to a virtual one, via new media.”9
This leads us to a new concept: the public screen. The public screen is
defined by DeLuca and Peeples as “public discussions [that] take
place via “screens”-- television, computer, and the front page of
newspapers.”10 We are in an age where we stare at screens all day,
whether it’s our laptop, our phone, or our television. It has never been
easier to voice your opinion. With a simple click, your thoughts can be
out on the internet for anyone and everyone to see. Murray argues
that social media “fosters a norm of perpetual participation.”11
Through social media everyone’s voices can be heard, and no one
wants to give up their voice. Now, both publics and counterpublics
have the same opportunity to voice their opinions on various screens.
Counterpublics benefit from the public screen because social media
allows multiple counterpublics to become known.12 Once something
is on the internet it is there forever. This is beneficial to counterpublics
because they can get their message out without the public
suppressing it. After the Sandy Hook Elementary School shooting, I
discovered multiple counterpublics that emerged on social media.
Divisive Discourse after Sandy Hook
The Sandy Hook Shooting was a new category of violence that
Sorana-Alexandra Constantinescu, “Public Sphere and New Media
Case Study: WikiLeaks,” Journal of Media Research 5, no. 3 (2012): 95.
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=8
3431236&login.asp&site=ehost-live.
10 Kevin M. DeLuca, and Jennifer Peeples, “From Public Sphere to
Public Screen: Democracy, Activism, and the ‘Violence’ of Seattle.”
Critical Studies in Media Communication 19, no. 2 (2002): 131.
doi:10.1080/07393180216559.
11 Billie Murray. “The Sphere, the Screen, and the Square: ‘Locating’
Occupy in the Public Sphere,” Communication Theory (1050-3293) 26,
no. 4 (2016): 450–68. doi:10.1111/comt.12101.
12 Enderle, T. “A rhetorical analysis of the public sphere through the
#Metoo movement,” Quest: A Journal of Undergraduate Research 6
(2018): 64.
9
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America had not seen before: the killing of young children between
the ages of six and seven years old. I realize that the magnitude of this
tragedy and its extensive ‘screen time’ allow for the formation of
extremely divisive discourse. In this analysis, I divided the four
articles I found into strong and weak publics and counterpublics. The
table below illustrates how I categorized each article.

Public

Counterpublic

Strong

Weak

Obama and Gun Control
Laws: politicians who
disagree with Obama and
support the gun laws already
in place.

Conspiracy theorists/extreme
Second amendment supporters:
people like Alex Jones and John
Hanlin believe Sandy Hook was
a hoax to persuade the
government to enact stricter gun
laws.

Obama and Gun Control
Laws: Obama and other
politicians who are
advocating for stricter gun
laws.

Private Pain for Newtown
Parents: parents of Sandy Hook
victims who are now using their
newfound popularity to show
their support for Obama and his
plan for stricter gun laws.

All four of these groups have something in common: they used
‘screens’ to get their message out to the public. Screens have become
our new public sphere. The virtual worldwide web has become the
prime destination for people to let their metaphoric voices be heard.
Due to the unprecedented nature of the shooting, it captivated the
news. Sandy Hook occurred on a Friday and CNN broadcasted
nothing but the coverage of the event the whole weekend. People then
had to form their opinion about gun laws, and this, in turn, led to
different publics and counterpublics.
The first article I analyzed, which I named “Private Pain for
Newton Parents,” was based on the perspective of Sandy Hook’s
parents. It was published one month after the tragedy occurred. These
parents are still going through the grief process and trying to
comprehend how this tragedy occurred. While grieving, the families
found themselves, “caught between private healing and public
participation, between the need to take care of themselves and the
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pull of voices demanding that the tragedy produce public change.”13
Because of this, I categorize the parents of Sandy Hook as a weak
counterpublic, Social media has put Sandy Hook parents on the front
page of every newspaper. People heard nothing but “Sandy Hook”
because their ‘public screens’ discussed nothing else. This constant
exposure made people very knowledgeable about the tragedy,
especially the idea that stricter gun laws could have prevented this
tragedy. Many of the parents used their newfound popularity for
public participation. Sandy Hook parents openly announced their
support of Obama and his campaign for stricter gun laws. One uncle
of a Sandy Hook student stated that “we [other Sandy Hook parents]
have to make something positive come of this, and I feel a need to
advocate for change right away.”14 Although it is admirable that some
parents are trying to get gun laws to change, they are a weak
counterpublic, which means that they have no power to make the
change. They are doing what they can do though, which is attempting
to use their newfound celebrity status to persuade strong publics to
enact strict gun laws.
The second article, which I name “Obama and Gun Control
Laws,” specifically outlined Obama’s plan to ask Congress for stricter
gun laws. When Obama was reelected, he never planned to address
stricter gun laws. He was originally part of the strong public, but
Sandy Hook changed his mind. He watched alongside America as
Sandy Hook’s parents were broadcasted on all news stations. He
watched parents try to be strong as they described their child that
they would never get to see again. Obama’s children were not the
same age as the victims of Sandy Hook, but he could still relate as a
parent. He could sympathize and mourn with the parents, and that
made him decide to put “everything I’ve got” into the fight for stricter
gun laws.15 This shift redefined Obama as part of the strong
counterpublic. Obama now wants to change laws and because of his
status as President, he has the power to do just that. Because of this
Peter Applebome, and Elizabeth Maker, “Private pain and public
debate take toll on Newtown parents,” The New York Times, last
modified January 20, 2013, https://www.nytimes.com/
14 Ibid.
15 Peter Baker, and Michael Shear, “Obama to put ‘everything I’ve got’
into gun control,” The New York Times, last modified January 16, 2013,
https://www.nytimes.com/
13
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change in publics, Obama is an example of a complex public.
Although “Obama and Stricter Gun Laws” center around Obama,
it also includes reactions from other politicians. From “Obama and
Stricter Gun Laws,” I distinguished politicians who agreed with
Obama and wanted stricter gun laws and those who disagreed with
Obama and did not want change. The politicians who sided with
Obama are considered a strong counterpublic. Senator of
Pennsylvania and gun rights supporter Bob Casey stated he had to
reevaluate his stance on gun laws after Sandy Hook. “I was shaken by
it, and that caused me to think in a much more probing way about the
policy.”16 Casey looked at Sandy Hook like Obama and the rest of the
world did: with shock and sadness. “I think the ground shifted a lot,”
Casey states, meaning that he was not the only politician to change his
minds about the issue.
Some politicians, though, stuck to their original beliefs. These
politicians support the Second Amendment. They could be labeled as
a strong public. They argued that stricter gun laws would not prevent
future school shootings: “President Obama is targeting the Second
Amendment rights of law-abiding citizens instead of seriously
addressing the real underlying causes of such violence.”17 As already
stated, they have the power to create and change laws, but they
support something that is already codified in the law. The Second
Amendment is a part of our government because the public believed,
and still believes, that Americans have a right to own guns.
The third and fourth articles represent a radical group: conspiracy
theorists, which are extreme Second Amendment supporters. Radio
host Alex Jones and Sheriff John Hanlin believe that the Sandy Hook
School Shooting was a hoax. They both believe that Sandy Hook
parents, “are actors in an elaborate scheme to enact stricter gun
control laws.”18 This group would be considered a weak public. These
conspiracy theorists believed the same thing as the politicians who
did not want gun laws to change that “gun control is NOT the answer

Ibid.
Ibid.
18 Matthew Haag, “Sandy Hook parents sue Alex Jones for
defamation.” The New York Times, last modified April 17, 2018,
https://www.nytimes.com
16
17
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to preventing heinous crimes like school shootings.”19 Conspiracy
theorists have the laws they want, but the fact that the Second
Amendment is being questioned makes this group so worried they
start to deny reality. Their motive behind this theory is due to the fact
that they did not want stricter gun laws, which goes along with the
ideas of the public. Conspiracy theorists do not have the power to
keep stricter gun laws from being enacted, but because of public
screens, they are able to get their idea out into the world. I would
never have even considered the idea that Sandy Hook did not
happen, but it was able to become public knowledge due to screens.
Overall, this argument illustrates the different types of publics
and counterpublics that emerged after the Sandy Hook School
Shooting. Public screens play a huge role in getting the message of
multiple publics and counterpublics out to the general public. Obama,
due to his political power and the power of screens, was able to build
awareness for the issue of gun violence, and also was able to promote
the counterpublic of stricter gun laws. Publics like conspiracy
theorists, who are extreme Second Amendment supporters, were able
to share their radical opinions and perhaps even gain a following.
These four publics and counterpublics are just a few of the countless
publics and counterpublics that were formed after Sandy Hook.
Contribution to Rhetorical Theory
This analysis of four different articles relating to the Sandy Hook
School Shooting reveals how screens publicize extremely polarized
counterpublics. This analysis also reveals that a viewpoint can be
categorized as a public and a counterpublic, such as Conspiracy
Theorists/Extreme Second Amendment supporters. Conspiracy
theorists ultimately do not want gun laws to change, so in those
regards, they could be considered a part of the public opinion.
However, the way the conspiracy theorists go about revealing their
stance is extreme. To say that one of the deadliest school shootings
was staged, or did not occur, is far-fetched. People can say all they
want about Sandy Hook, but to say it did not happen is reaching far
beyond public opinion. These conspiracy theorists could be
Robert Mackey, “Oregon sheriff shared Sandy Hook conspiracy
theory on Facebook.” The New York Times, last modified October 2,
2015, https://www.nytimes.com/
19
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considered an extremely polarized counterpublic. The only reason
this polarized opinion is known is because of public screens. Public
screens are how conspiracy theorists get their message out there, and
it is how they have convinced other people to join their viewpoint.
Guns are difficult to regulate. The Second Amendment: the right to
bear arms has been a part of our Constitution since the beginning.
There are other ways to argue that gun laws should not be changed.
In Obama and Stricter Gun Laws, politicians came up with different
arguments that did not attack the credibility of the Sandy Hook
School shooting. Florida Senator Mark Rubio stated that “nothing the
President [Obama] is proposing would have stopped the massacre at
Sandy Hook.”20 It is interesting that the outrageous claim that Sandy
Hook was staged did not hurt the credibility of mainstream
arguments to keep gun laws as they are. Even with Obama’s best
efforts, stricter gun laws have not been enacted. The public has won
out, and the counterpublics have not grown strong enough to change
the public mind. Even though conspiracy theorists are extremely
polarized publics with a far-out claim, they have succeeded in their
goal: to keep gun laws the way they are.
Conclusion
In summary, I argue that by dividing multiple audiences into
strong/weak publics and counterpublics I reveal how multiple
counterpublics and small screens allow extremely divisive discourse
in response to a complex social issue. Four New York Times articles
published after that fateful day on December 14, 2012, were
categorized in relation to the ever-present issue of stricter gun laws.
Small screens such as television, internet, and the newspaper allowed
multiple audiences to emerge after the tragic killings of 26 people, a
majority who were children under the age of seven. The articles were
emphasizing the viewpoints of family members of Sandy Hook
victims, politicians for stricter gun laws (like Obama), politicians
against laws, and conspiracy theorists who are extreme Second
Amendment supporters. Although Sandy Hook occurred almost
seven years ago, there has been no change to the Second Amendment.
The counterpublics have not convinced the public to give up their
rights to bear arms. Sandy Hook is an event that Americans will never
20
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forget, and we must learn from our past in order to avoid a tragedy
like that in the future.
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WE’RE ON IT:
A NARRATIVE CRITICISM OF SOUTH DAKOTA’S
METH AWARENESS CAMPAIGN
Michael Linngren
Creighton University

Meth. We’re On It. – South Dakota
South Dakota’s We’re On It campaign garnered national attention
for its surprising take on the American drug epidemic. Scenes of
‘ordinary people’ proudly announcing, “I’m on meth,” made
appearances on every late-night talk show, from James Corden’s Late
Late Show to the Saturday Night Live weekend update. The state
campaign quickly evolved into a national discussion, as professionals
around the country debated the appropriateness of a campaign that
used irony and humor to raise awareness about the otherwise serious
issue of methamphetamine (meth) addiction. In those discussions,
significant emphasis was placed on tangible elements such as costeffectiveness and practicality, while overlooking more subtle themes
like narrative impact. Most notably, little attention was paid to the
state’s decision to abandon narratives of violence frequently utilized
during the War on Drugs Era in favor of an emerging narrative of
“depersonification” seen in the campaign. Overall, We’re On It
suggests narratives that create associations between drug use and
drug users are inherently counterproductive because they compel
public awareness towards stigmatization and away from informationseeking behavior.
In this paper, I deconstruct the decision to exclude victims of drug
addiction from narratives surrounding drug enforcement. I explore
motives for the implementation of such a public program in dealing
with issues of internal concern to the operations of the state. Finally, I
appraise the value of narratives of depersonification in promoting
public awareness and advocacy. For the purposes of this analysis, I
attribute the organizational rhetoric to the office of Governor Kristi
Noem, given that in her capacity as leader of the state and project
initiator, she maintains final approval of the We’re On It campaign.
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Overall, this paper serves as an investigation into South Dakota’s
effort to dissociate anti-drug efforts from victims of addiction and to
understand the effects of these messages on public opinion and
subsequent social stigma.
Addressing South Dakota’s Meth Use
In 2018, Republican Kristi Noem was elected to the governorship
of South Dakota by a margin of four percent, the closest gubernatorial
race since 1986.1 The publicity of such a close election forced Noem
into a position of action. Generally, governors with low approval
ratings are compelled to favor safe, popular initiatives to bolster
support ahead of their next election.2 It is therefore unsurprising that
in 2019, Governor Noem opted for a popular public health initiative to
address meth addiction, an issue known throughout the state. This
project also gave the governor’s office the opportunity to keep token
campaign promises such as job creation and economic growth. The
campaign is the product of these calculated decisions and three
complex exigencies facing the governor’s office: political, social, and
economic.
Drug enforcement has dominated the political discourse in
America for the past five decades. Since 1971, the federal government
has spent billions of dollars on enforcement initiatives and public
awareness campaigns. The 1980s saw policymakers implement harsh
punishments for non-violent drug offenses to avoid being criticized
for being ‘soft on crime,’ while severe enforcement requirements
continued to displace minority communities and perpetuate cycles of
incarceration.3 During this same period, politicians in the Midwest
South Dakota Secretary of State, “Election Resources: Election
History,” accessed May 16, 2016, https://sdsos.gov/electionsvoting/election-resources/election-history/election-historysearch.aspx
2 James D. King and Jeffrey E. Cohen “What Determines a Governor’s
Popularity?” State Politics & Policy Quarterly 5, no. 3 (Fall 2005): 225247.
3 John Arit, “A Timeline of the Rise and Fall of ‘Tough on Crime’ Drug
Sentencing.” The Atlantic, April 22, 2014,
https://www.theatlantic.com/politics/archive/2014/04/a-timelineof-the-rise-and-fall-of-tough-on-crime-drug-sentencing/360983/
1
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generated hysteria by instituting programs to address a ‘new’ highlyaddictive drug called methamphetamine. In reality, meth had been in
circulation for at least 50 years, so popular that it was not uncommon
for physicians to recommend small doses to treat ADD/ADHD,
narcolepsy, obesity, as well as other conditions.4 Among the most
prominent of these campaigns, Faces of Meth showed police mugshots
of meth addicts before and after prolonged usage (Figure 1.1). Images
of skin lesions and missing teeth, intended to scare would-be victims
away from the drug, only reinforced damaging stereotypes.5

Figure 1.1 Faces of Meth. 2004. The Oregonian, Portland.
https://www.oregonlive.com/pacific-northwestnews/2004/12/the_faces_of_meth.html.
The Faces of Meth campaign illustrates the role organizations have
in constructing the reality of drug addiction. Social constructionist
theorists have conducted extensive research on phenomena associated
with the role organizations play in constructing reality. Claim makers
compete for public attention by demonstrating the relevance of a
given issue as a means to garner economic and moral support. In this
case, politicians, government agencies, and interest groups act as
claim makers in convincing the public that there is a drug crisis in the
first place. Mass media plays a secondary role in distributing claims
across popular mediums, though they also play a role in shaping and

Nicholas L. Parsons, Meth Mania: A History of Methamphetamine
(Boulder: Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2015), 47.
5 Niall Galbraith, “The Methamphetamine Problem: Commentary on
Psychiatric Morbidity and Socio-occupational Dysfunction in
Residents of a Drug Rehabilitation Center.” BJPsych Bulletin 39, no. 5
(October 2015): 218-220.
4
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motivating public policy.6 Therefore, understanding the social
construction of the meth crisis requires an appreciation of the effect of
claim makers and associated media. South Dakota’s primary news
outlet, KELO-TV, has published several stories detailing the meth
‘crisis,’ despite the relatively few users and decreasing numbers of
youth. 7 8 9 For all of the dangers of meth, the heavy use of the drug
remains contained to select regions of the country. 10
The economic implications of Noem’s anti-drug campaign are
threefold. First, We’re On It was meant to herald the implementation
of a new recovery and treatment grant, to be issued to treatment
services and school-based prevention programs. In total, the 2020
budget includes $1 million for rehabilitation services, with $730,000
reserved for prevention projects.11 Additionally, the governor’s office
has assembled a task force to steer the upper-level strategy of the
Jack C. Doppelt and Peter Manikas “Mass media and criminal justice
decision making. The Media and Criminal Justice Policy”, Ray Surette,
ed. (1990): 129-142.
6

Sarah McDonald, “Law Enforcement Officials Say Meth Problem is
Growing in South Dakota.” Keloland, November 19, 2019,
https://www.keloland.com/news/local-news/law-enforcementofficials-say-meth-problem-is-growing-in-south-dakota/
8 Sarah McDonald, “USD Researchers Working On Projects to Help
With Meth Crisis,” Keloland, November 22, 2019,
https://www.keloland.com/news/local-news/usd-researchersworking-on-projects-to-help-with-meth-crisis/\
9 Michael Geheren, “State, Tribal Leaders Come Together to Fight
Meth: ‘It’s All About Saving Our People’,” Keloland, November 21,
2019, https://www.keloland.com/keloland-com-original/state-triballeaders-come-together-to-fight-meth-its-all-about-saving-our-people/
10 “Statewide Meth Use & Attitudes Survey,” About Us, Idaho Meth
Project, last updated 2007,
http://reuters.com/article/pressRelease/idUS18532+22-Jan2008+PRN20080122
11 Lisa Kaczke, “’Meth. We’re on it.’: What to Know About South
Dakota’s New Anti-Meth Campaign.” Argus Leader, November 18,
2019,
https://www.argusleader.com/story/news/politics/2019/11/18/gov
-kristi-noem-launches-anti-meth-campaign-meth-were-it/4227949002/
7
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campaign. The second economic impact comes from the ad campaign
itself. The South Dakota Department of Social Services awarded
Broadhead, Co. a $1.4 million contract to produce anti-meth resources
and adverts (almost 45% of the total anti-meth budget). Of note,
Broadhead, Co. is a marketing firm based in Minneapolis, MN.12 This
departure from in-state industry irritated interest groups and citizens
in South Dakota, as the controversy of the campaign, in addition to its
significant price tag, made the contract increasingly unpopular. 13 In
considering the role of claim makers, as argued by Doppelt and
Manikas, distractions from the core issue should never overtake the
purported importance of the claim – and failure to regulate this
intrusion of external narratives almost certainly contributes to the
failure of the claim.14 Additionally, the disruption of an otherwise
politically safe initiative would further imperil the governor’s tenuous
mandate.
The “We’re On It” Campaign
The We’re On It campaign has three main components. The first of
these visual elements is the print campaign. Each of these images
depict a character representative of a given age, race, and/or gender
demographic. In large, white letters to the right or left of the subject,
the words ‘Meth. I’m on it.’ capture the audience’s attention. The
characters are set in a diverse array of backdrops, with an elderly man
set in the foreground of a farm, while a group of teenagers stands
ominously in front of a football field. Another is set in a coffeehouse.
15

The second component of the campaign is the television
advertisement. This video has been distributed through local media
“About us.” About Us, Broadhead, Co., accessed May 16, 2020,
https://broadheadco.com
13 Patrick Anderson, “South Dakotan Ads Group Criticizes ‘Meth.
We’re On It’ Campaign.” Argus Leader, November 17, 2017,
https://www.argusleader.com/story/news/businessjournal/2019/11/20/south-dakota-ads-group-criticizes-meth-were-itcampaign/4248215002/
14 Doppelt and Manikas, “Mass,” 129-142
15 “Meth Addiction is Everyone’s Problem. Here’s How to Fight It,”
Home, On Meth, accessed May 16, 2020, https://onmeth.com
12
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and also plays during targeted ad opportunities for streaming services
such as those commonly seen on YouTube or Facebook. The primary
advert cycles through the familiar cast of characters seen in the
campaign’s print campaign, each actor or actress boldly stating either
“I’m on it” or “I’m on meth.” The video also introduces characters not
shown in the still imagery, including a child and an elderly woman.
The tone of the advert is serious, with foreboding music overlaying
each scene. 16

Figure 1.2 We’re On It Website Homepage. 2020. South Dakota
Department of Social Services, Pierre. https://onmeth.com.
Finally, the website for the campaign (Figure 1.2) serves as the
portal to resources for which the campaign attempts to raise
awareness. At the top of the page, an aerial image of a South Dakota
town looms over the rest of the website, tinted light yellow to match
the rest of the page. Around-the-clock resources are available on the
home screen for addicts looking to receive treatment, as well as an ‘I
want to help’ panel to connect individuals interested in volunteering
or working for the anti-meth cause. Images used in campaign
16
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graphics are scattered throughout the page. At the bottom, a video
press release from Governor Noem is available for play. Flanking the
video in big, black letters are the words, ‘South Dakota Takes a Stand
Against Meth.’ A News tab provides the audience with a direct feed to
news stories relating to meth and anti-meth efforts, as well as positive
press connected to the campaign, further evidence of the media’s role
as legitimator in the claims making process. The entire site is tinted in
black and light yellow, matching the campaign’s logo, which displays
the state’s outline and campaign slogan within. 17
These artifacts form the basis of my narrative analysis. The
dissemination of still images through social media led to its virality in
the mainstream popular culture, while the video was frequently
featured on late-night shows and news reports. In short, these
components of the campaign are the most immediately recognizable
elements of the campaign, and thus maintain the closest proximity to
the public. The website is central to the execution of the campaign, as
it serves as the portal between first-contact and resource connection
for users, prospective volunteers, and the general public.
Narratively Analyzing Meth – “We’re On It”
In analyzing the artifacts of the We’re On It campaign, I utilize the
narrative paradigm. In following with the narrative paradigm, I first
identify the storyteller and their objectives by evaluating key
contextual information based on the rhetorical situation. I then view
each artifact separately to understand the role they play in furthering
the objectives of the organization. Images are appraised
independently as well, given the likelihood that separate objectives
exist within the target audience for each image. Finally, I evaluate the
success of the campaign in achieving its goals and analyze which
elements of the campaign were more or less successful, as well as
which elements of the artifacts led me to this conclusion.
To conduct my analysis, I utilize an evaluative narrative method
of analysis in deconstructing the effects of the We’re On It campaign.
Walter Fisher popularized the narrative proposing that all
communication evokes elements of storytelling that are intended to

17
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satisfy the goals of the rhetor.18 For the purposes of this study, I treat
each scene depicted throughout the campaign (ex. farmer, students,
etc.) as individual narratives and analyze them independently for
narratives of depersonification and inclusion. There are four main
elements of narrative theory. First, narratives must be comprised of at
least two events, be they active or passive. In the case of the We’re On
It campaign, the farmer standing in the field followed by his
proclamation, “I’m on meth,” is evidence of a stand-alone narrative.
In other words, his story does not interact in any way with other
character images in the campaign and vice versa. It is important to
note here that, while the poster images themselves are not narratives
(due to their static nature), they are representations of the narratives
demonstrated during the live-action advert.
The second element of narrative is that events are organized by
time order. This does not necessarily imply chronology; it only
requires temporal priority between events.19 I argue that the events
recorded in the advertisements are definitively narrative in this way
and explain how meth is used to demonstrate interruptions in a sort
of temporal order. This is an important distinction, given that simply
making a statement does not qualify as a narrative and is more
evocative of symbolic paradigms.
The third requirement of a narrative is that temporal relationships
between events in the story must be causally linked. By necessity,
narratives must demonstrate change or development, and therefore
static scenes are disqualified from narrative classification.20 Similar to
the previous requirement, my exploration of the We’re On It narrative
observes meth as an independent actor, causing events to take place
within each narrative. Because the characters are responding to methuse inside their own timelines, meth influences each character in a
distinct yet indiscernible way. For example, the shock in seeing an
elderly woman in a church confess to being on meth has a significant
yet different impact than hearing the same proclamation from a child
on the playground.
Walter R. Fisher, “Narration as Human Communication Paradigm:
The Case of Public Moral Argument,” Communication Monographs 51,
no. 1 (1984): 1-22.
19 Sonja K. Foss, Rhetorical criticism: Exploration and Practice (Long
Grove: Waveland Press, 2009)
20 Ibid.
18
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The fourth and final requirement under the narrative paradigm is
the unification of a cohesive subject. It is insufficient for a story to
break up focuses or areas of interest. Instead, the subject must be
primary and consistent throughout.21 It is for this reason that I chose
to examine each depiction independently, rather than trying to tie
them into a greater whole. By viewing each narrative in isolation, we
can identify which symbols and representations were used to identify
with target groups or communities.
The (New) Faces of Meth
Governor Noem’s effort to reimagine the American anti-drug
campaign is one of complexity. One of the most controversial aspects
of the advertisement is the obvious tension between humor and
sobriety that inhabits each narrative. The audience knows that meth is
a serious issue but struggles to reconcile such somber themes with the
absurdity of the characters in question being “on meth.” This
perception of humor serves as the greatest indictment of the American
anti-drug effort. After all, why couldn’t a handsome young man, a
respected farmer, or a church-going elderly woman become addicted
to meth? Any one of the narratives shown throughout the campaign
reflects a reality occurring daily across South Dakota, as well as the
rest of the country. However, the normative conditioning of
yesterday’s drug campaigns has reinforced stereotypes of what a
meth addict ‘should’ look like. Campaigns like Oregon’s Faces of Meth
project demonstrate a monolithic dimension of the drug crisis in
America that shows all victims in the same light, their worst light.
We’re On It challenges these established biases through narratives of
depersonification and inclusion that audiences in the state can
identify and relate with, instead of constructing caricature-like
antagonists to rally against.
The first scene in the series (See Figure 1.3) shows a young man in
a coffeehouse. The setting appears urban and safe, in sharp contrast to
assumptions about the setting of drug use cultivated over the past
fifty years. His face is handsome, yet serious and stern. The subject of
the coffeehouse scene is a caricature of modern living, a scene
normally absolved of the immiseration of drug addiction. A similar
message is told in the fourth scene (See Figure 1.6) where young men
21

Ibid.
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stand at the end of a football field. The image of the students,
engaging in a recreational activity located so primarily at the social
center of the American education system, evokes connections to the
hometown team, to your brother or to your son.

Figure 1.3 [Young man in coffee shop]. 2020. South Dakota
Department of Social Services, Pierre. https://onmeth.com.

Figure 1.4 [Woman in a field]. 2020. South Dakota Department of
Social Services, Pierre. https://onmeth.com.
The second and third scenes share similar stories (Figure 1.4 and
1.5, respectively). Scene Two depicts a woman in a field staring into
the camera. The seemingly intrinsic humor of the phrase ‘Meth. I’m
on it.’ is lost on the image’s subject, who faces her photographer with
seriousness and intensity. The woman is of middle age, but free of the
197

physical markers now synonymous with meth use. Similarly, the
subject of the third scene stands alone within a farm setting. The
farmer mythos speaks loudly in this image, resonating with the
persona for which the Rushmore State is best known. Although
stereotypical depictions of meth-addled rednecks have festered in the
public sphere for decades, the farmer stands isolated in the image
with a sort of unquestionable reverence.

Figure 1.5 [Farmer standing in a field]. 2020. South Dakota
Department of Social Services, Pierre. https://onmeth.com.

Figure 1.6 [Three young football players on the football field]. 2020.
South Dakota Department of Social Services, Pierre.
https://onmeth.com.

198

Appeals to settings and characters that make up well-structured
social norms for the campaign’s audience make the campaign’s
message especially potent. The use of classic characters which
represent key symbols of South Dakota mythos serves to show the
power of the crisis at hand. Throughout each narrative, symbols of
power and fortitude are challenged by the scourge of meth use. The
young man, full of vitality and faced with boundless opportunity, the
future of South Dakota, struggles with meth use. The devout
Christian, who’s participation in church is matched only by her faith
in it, struggles with meth use. The American farmer, revered for his
steadfastness and work ethic, struggles with meth use. These are not
only characters South Dakotans know, these are characters South
Dakotans respect. To see these icons compromised by the drug
addiction incites a feeling of urgency and demands immediate and
effective action.
The inclusion of such a diverse cast of settings and characters
serves to remind the public of the pervasiveness of the meth crisis and
encourage buy-in to the governor’s claims. The campaign’s scenes are
inclusive, though not exclusively, avoiding the racially charged
pitfalls of former campaigns throughout the country. Most important,
the role of the subjects in each image relative to the drug crisis is left
ambiguous. Which characters are users? Which characters are
bystanders? The campaign leaves these questions unanswered,
perhaps to further break down expectations of what a meth addict
looks like and to redistribute responsibility amongst the audience, as
if to say, “If they’re on it, so are you.”
The common theme throughout each of these narratives is
succinct: Meth interrupts lives. For a young student, for a thirdgeneration farmer, for a caring mother, for a little girl, meth overtakes
the actions of the self or the actions of loved ones in ways that are no
longer their own. The oppressive tone of the advertisement is not
simply thematically relevant, it represents the voice of the disease,
pushing our protagonists further away from their life before
addiction. Never before has a drug been given quite so much
personality and responsibility in American anti-drug discourse. The
result of this narrative decision is twofold. First, the onus is shifted
away from the victim by identifying the aggressor, meth. The
characterization of the drug makes a compelling alternative for the
frequent scapegoat of users and does away with the necessity of
199

destructive illustrations and fear mongering. Instead of being afraid of
meth users, the audience should be afraid of meth.
The second impact of the characterization of meth is shown in its
versatility. While the Faces of Meth project and the now infamous Just
Say No campaign showed rigid contexts of drug use, the meth of
Noem’s We’re On It campaign interacts with each character
differently, giving the audience a distinct feeling of empathy toward
each actor or actress as he or she delivers the line that this paper takes
its name from. This flexibility is then much more easily digested and
applied to the real world. The viewer is left to ask questions such as:
How would meth interact with the people I care about? How would
meth interact with me?
Discussion and Contribution to Rhetorical Theory
Like the anti-drug campaigns of the past, the overarching goal of
the We’re On It campaign is to discourage drug use and distribution.
However, what makes Governor Noem’s program unique is the way
in which drug use is discouraged. Rather than deterring drug use
through narratives of violence or using social stigma and shame as
preventative checks on drug use, Noem’s campaign acknowledges the
existence of a problem, and confronts it with sobriety and
compassion. Take, for example, former First Lady Nancy Reagan’s
Just Say No Initiative.22 While the phrase “Just say no,” seems easy
enough to remember and fits well on a bumper sticker, it grossly
oversimplifies the psychological or socioeconomic conditions that
often lead someone to drug use. In this context, the cavalier attitude
underscoring the command “Just say no,” seems to imply that only
the ignorant and stupid would say “yes.” This kind of framing puts
the onus on the victim to take charge of a complex and alwaysevolving situation. Such discourse then facilitates the social isolation
and stigmatization of people with addiction, as they are relegated to a
second class that couldn’t be bothered to “Just say no.”

Rachel Doll, “A Closer Look at the Origins of the “Just Say No”
Campaign,” Cocaine Rehab, Asana Recovery, accessed May 16, 2020,
https://asanarecovery.com/a-closer-look-at-the-origins-of-the-justsay-no-campaign/
22
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In contrast, Noem’s initiative distributes responsibility
universally. The phrase “I’m on Meth,” while apparently humorous,
satisfies three important rhetorical functions. First, the diversity of the
acting cast forces the audience to appreciate the diversity of the drug
epidemic. Unlike Nancy Reagan’s Just Say No, the subjects of South
Dakota’s drug crisis are not condemned to be faceless others. They are
not shown as lesser through an illusory lens of choice. Instead, We’re
On It shows mothers, fathers, students, and professionals struggling
in communities ravaged by addiction. It shows them taking the threat
seriously and sincerely. The message is abrupt and effective: it can
happen to you.
Second, there is an apparent effort by We’re On It organizers to
focus the rhetoric around combatting meth use and not meth users.
Compared to other campaigns, the clear focus of Just Say No and the
Face of Meth campaigns is to tie in drug users with their addiction.
This homogenization of actor and action creates a confusing
relationship between addicts and the audience and cultivates a
rhetorical situation that makes it difficult to vilify drugs without
vilifying drug users. For example, the Faces of Meth project displayed
convicts in progressing stages of their meth use. Unsurprisingly, the
progression of the addiction coincided with significant deterioration
in physical appearance, with noticeable damage to the skin as well as
the emergence of ‘meth mouth.’ While the project attempted to scare
youth into avoiding meth use, its only real effect was to cultivate a
fear of meth users.23 These campaigns further isolate victims from
communities and support systems that are vital to their recovery.
Finally, the greatest asset of the We’re On It campaign is its
attention to diversity. Anti-drug campaigns have historically
promoted narratives of adverse inclusion, using drugs enforcement as
a mechanism to antagonize communities of color.24 We’re On it places
special emphasis on inclusion and diversity, with actors from all
genders, races, and ages taking part in the series. 25 It is unsurprising
that such care was taken in the construction of these narratives, given
that one of the primary issues facing South Dakota’s drug crisis arises
Anderson.
Matthew D. Lassiter “Impossible Criminals: The Suburban
Imperatives of America's War on Drugs,” Journal of American History
102, no. 1, (June 2015), 126–140.
25 “Meth is Everyone’s Problem”
23
24
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from racial disparity. Sixty-nine percent of Native American
respondents, for example, report they have no access to tribalsponsored meth rehabilitation centers.26 Bridging the gaps between
reservations, rural communities, and the state’s major urban centers is
an apparent objective of the campaign.
Conclusion
Governor Noem’s efforts to create a comprehensive anti-drug
message are effective in redefining the conversation on drug
enforcement and messaging. Similar campaigns of the past that
utilized shame and stigma as weapons to wield against human crises
were only effective in creating new crises or perpetuating old ones.
Noem’s campaign sidesteps the mistakes of these failed projects, in
favor of inclusive, depersonified narratives. The ambiguity of the
scenes leaves audiences with space to interpret and imagine, without
promoting intolerant or unproductive discourse. The subjective
humor associated with the campaign does not translate well into the
themes of the advertisements, which address the issue with the
severity one would expect in the face of a crisis. The success of We’re
On It will depend solely on external factors of perception, including
but not limited to, the importance of out-of-state contracting for the
campaign and political fallout from the distribution of financial aid to
treatment centers.
Yet extrapolation of the narrative is only useful insofar as the
theory applies to the world beyond this paper. Researchers interested
in expanding on my work would be best served by examining
disparities in opinion on the campaign and investigating the effect of
program funds made available to meth support services. Data
pertaining to resources provided on the organization’s website, such
as number of hotline calls made and volunteers sourced online would
also aid in a more objective appraisal of the campaign’s success.
Finally, data on the overall opinion of the governor’s office before and
after the release of the campaign would demonstrate the effectiveness
of the anti-drug effort in securing public support. It is possible that
National Congress of American Indians, “Methamphetamine in
Indian Country: An American Problem Uniquely Affecting Indian
Country,” (November 2006), https://www.justice.gov
26

202

this trend has evolved in the past decade, and that drug treatment
policies no longer serve as safe shelter for politicians looking to score
quick points.
The findings of this study could serve as a foundation for antidrug campaigns and similar efforts in the future. These issues concern
the daily lives of people who face the consequences of narratives that
organizations construct about them. Failing to recognize the effects of
these constructs would not only violate the rhetor’s ethical obligation
to those who are affected by such campaigns, but such ignorance also
risks dooming victims to prolonged and exacerbated immiseration.
The trend toward depersonification of the drug epidemic will be vital
in exonerating victims from destructive social stigma and providing a
powerful lens through which to view these crises.
Although Governor Noem’s efforts may be mired in political
context and limitations of its execution, the underlying philosophies
of the We’re On It campaign represent significant developments in one
of America’s most serious public health issues. Rhetors who
understand the significance of this project will be much more effective
in building on its progress and avoiding its pitfalls. When it comes to
productive discourses surrounding health and drug use, we all would
all be well served to ‘be on it.’
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REPRESENTATION OF ELITE POLITICAL IDEOLOGIES
IN MEDIA SOURCES
Olivia Lutz
Creighton University

In our current society, the media serves as one of the primary
sources for information that fuels arguments surrounding the deep
political divides that have become characteristic of politics in the
United States. This stream of information is increasingly available to
the public, especially with modern technology and the increased
usage of social media. G. William Domhoff’s writings on the influence
and economic power of the power elite theorize that our media
sources are subject to influence from power elites. This study explores
the extent to which these elite political ideologies are present in media
sources. Drawing on evidence collected through an analysis of the
boards of directors for The New York Times and The Wall Street Journal,
this paper argues that the political ideologies of the power elite
associated with media corporations are not always consistent with the
overall political ideologies expressed by the respective media
corporations’ opinion and editorial publications.
Literature Review
This idea that society’s elites have great influence over the general
population is not new. Karl Marx argues that the ruling class has
control over both the material and intellectual forces of society.1 He
further discusses that these intellectual ideas promote the ideal
expression of material relationships.2 In other words, Marx says that
elites control and influence common ideologies (such as moral beliefs
and values) that support their own ideal material relationship – which
according to Marx is the division of labor that contains massive

Marx, Karl, “Ideology and Class.” Social Stratification, edited by
Grusky, (1970): 141.
2 Ibid.
1
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inequalities between owners and workers.3 In a similar manner,
Antoni Gramsci’s writings on hegemony also argue that the
economically dominant class has the means to create conditions in
which lower classes will consent to inequality.4 Both Marx and
Gramsci argue that the elite’s influence over common ideologies
support the elite’s control over the working class. While they both see
elite ideologies as a means of controlling lower classes, a more
contemporary expression of this in the modern United States’ postindustrial society could be political ideological influence over the
lower classes. The values and biases of media organizations may be
unintentionally drawn from the values and biases of their elite
leadership, which are then spread to the public through media
platforms.
G. William Domhoff offers a more modern take on this idea
that elites control the intellectual forces of society. In “The ClassDomination Theory of Power,” Domhoff identifies individuals who
have predominant power in the United States are those who have
economic power.5 Since the majority of economic power in the United
States is concentrated in corporations, Domhoff argues that unity
among these powerful businesses can be distinguished by examining
“interlocking directorates,” defined as individuals who sit on the
board of directors for more than two corporations.6 Examining
interlocking directorates has the potential to shed light on the strong
social cohesion that is present in the upper class and can also act as a
means of examining dominant ideologies. In addition to serving on
corporate boards of directors, many power elites are members of
policy-discussion organizations.7 Domhoff notes that these policyMarx, Karl. “Classes in Capitalism and Pre-Capitalism.” In The
Inequality Reader, edited by D.B. Grusky and S. Szelenyi, (Boulder, CO:
Westview Press, 1847): 38.
4 Gramsci, Antonio. (1971) “Excerpts from Gramsci’s Prison
Notebooks (1929–1935).” Social Theory: Continuity and Confrontation,
ed. Roberta Garner and Black Hawk Hancock, (Toronto: U of Toronto
P, 2014): 411.
5 Domhoff, G. William, “The Class-Domination Theory of Power.”
(February 2012): 1.
https://whorulesamerica.ucsc.edu/power/class_domination.html.
6 Ibid, 5.
7 Ibid, 6.
3
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discussion organizations give “executives the ability to influence
public opinion through the mass media and other outlets, to argue
with and influence experts, and to accept appointments from
government service.”8 This paper will further study if elite leadership
in media organizations influence the ideologies represented in the
opinion and editorial publications of their affiliated organizations.
Media can also reflect the interests of the wealthy elite by
selectively deciding which stories to cover. Benediktsson investigates
how media outlets choose what stories to cover, specifically focusing
on how the media contributes to the identification and construction of
white-collar crimes. Benediktsson’s findings show that large publicly
owned media companies did not suppress the coverage of corporate
crime and that social ties between scandal companies and media
companies did not affect newspaper coverage.9 The later of these
findings is of particular interest because Benediktsson used
interlocking directorates and geographical proximity to identify social
ties between scandal corporations and media corporations.10 While
these findings show that media coverage of corporate crimes is not
affected by elite social ties, it does not address how elite ideologies
impact the overarching political ideologies that are represented in
opinion and editorial publications.
Furthermore, much of the everyday news that citizens
consume is related to the current political climate. There are many
studies that address the high prevalence of political content in news
sources, but most tend to do so by examining the ideologies of
reporters, not those of the power elite in charge of the news
organization. One study by Christopher A. Cooper and Martin
Johnson does this in its analysis of how reporters’ political
orientations reflect the political orientations of their audiences.11
Ibid, 6.
Mike Benediktsson, “The Deviant Organization and the Bad Apple
CEO: Ideology and Accountability in Media Coverage of Corporate
Scandals.” Social Forces 88, no. 5 (2010): 2203.
https://doi.org/10.1353/sof.2010.0032
10 Ibid, 2193.
11 Cooper, Christopher, A. & Martin Johnson. 2009. “Representative
Reporters? Examining Journalists’ Ideology in Context.” Social Science
Quarterly 90, no. 2 (2009): 387-406. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.15406237.2009.00623.x.
8
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Findings show that reporters tend to have similar political beliefs to
their audiences – reporters in liberal states were more liberal, while
reporters in conservative states were more conservative.12 The
significant results of this study may help explain the role that
reporters have in maintaining political ideologies, but it does not
address the role power elites have in influencing what ideologies are
represented in newspapers.
Race has also been a strong focus of sociological research, and
the media plays a large role in the discussion of racial ideologies. Jane
L. Towmey examines how racial ideologies were conveyed in the
media coverage of the 1992 Los Angeles uprising in response to the
verdict in the Rodney King case.13 Specifically focusing on The Korean
Times (a daily Korean-language newspaper) and the Los Angeles
Sentinel (a weekly African American-owned newspaper), Towmey
found that both publications constructed news coverage that sought
white validation and “thereby supporting the superior position of
whites and reducing the possibility of any inter-ethnic alliance that
might substantially challenge white hegemony.”14 Like Cooper and
Martin’s study, this study also does not address how power elites
played a role in constructing this ideology, but it does show how
media outlets can maintain ideologies such as white hegemony.
It is clear that there is a wide variety of literature on the topic
of media influence in American society, but much of this research
focuses on individual reporters’ influence over ideologies. Current
research largely fails to address how the political ideologies of the
elite are represented in media sources. The question remains, do elite
ideologies influence what is represented in opinion and editorial
pieces of publications? Drawing primarily from Domhoff15 and
Benediktsson,16 this paper contributes to our understanding of how
elite interests impact the publications of media corporations in
Ibid, 388.
Jane L. Twomey, 2001. “Newspaper Coverage of the 1992 Los
Angeles Uprising: Race, Place, and the Story of the “Riot”: Racial
Ideology in African American and Korean Newspapers”. Race, Gender,
and Class 8, no. 4 (2001): 140-154. Accessed April 13, 2020.
https://www.jstor.org/stable/41674999.
14 Ibid.
15 Domhoff.
16 Benediktsson.
12
13
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modern America through analyzing interlocking directorate
structures and political contributions data.
Data and Methods
Data
To study elite ideologies in the media, members of the board of
directors were first identified from two large newspaper media
corporations, The New York Times (NYT) and The Wall Street Journal
(WSJ). These media organizations were chosen because they are two
national newspapers available for free to Creighton students, which
signals their significance and broad availability. Since Domhoff
defines power elites as the leadership group of the upper class that are
“active working members of the upper class and high-level employees
in profit and non-profit institutions controlled by members of the
upper class…,”17 power elites in this study were considered to be all
members of the board of directors for each news company. The
sample from the NYT included all twelve board members listed on the
company website18 (NYTco, n.d.). Sampling the board of the WSJ was
more complicated due to the fact that it is owned by Dow Jones,
whose parent company is News Corp. Given this ownership
hierarchy, the sample from the WSJ consisted of the eleven board
members of News Corp19 (News Corp, n.d.) and the CEO of Dow
Jones (who is also publisher of the WSJ) (Dow Jones, n.d.),20 for a total
of twelve identified power elites. The small sample size of 24 power
elites between the two corporations was necessary given the time
constraints of this study, but it was the primary limitation of the
study.
Methods
Domhoff, 7.
The New York Times Company. n.d. “Board of Directors.” The New
York Times Company. Accessed May 1, 2020.
19 News Corp. n.d. “Board of Directors: News Corp.” News Corp.
Accessed May 1, 2020. https://newscorp.com/corporategovernance/board-of-directors/.
20 Dow Jones. n.d. “William Lewis – CEO of Dow Jones.” Dow Jones.
Accessed May 1, 2020.
17
18
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Once a sample of directors was obtained from each organization,
a brief profile of each board member was created through analyzing
member biographies listed on the respective news organization’s
website. Class and education backgrounds were not included in data
analysis. Instead, these profiles were mainly used to identify
interlocking directorate structures that exist among board members.21
This was done by recording how many board members currently
served on the board of at least one other organization. The number of
such interlocks was also included in the data and can be found in
Table 1. To identify a board member’s political ideologies, the Donor
Lookup feature on opensecrets.org was used to identify any
campaigns, PACs, or SuperPACs that members had donated to.22
Open Secrets, run by the Center for Responsive Politics, is a nonprofit, nonpartisan research group that compiles public disclosure
data related to political influence. Since 1983, Open Secrets has been
widely understood by researchers to be the most comprehensive and
accessible way to track money and lobbying in American elections
and public policy; it is important to note that using Open Secrets to
track political contribution data is only one method of identifying
political activity and ideology. Donations from the 2016, 2018, and
2020 election cycles were included in data analysis. The political party
that benefited from donations was used as a measure to determine the
political ideology of the power elite individuals (see Table 1).
Table 1. Summary of Interlocking Directorates and Elite Political Ideologies
Media Org.

Measure

NYT (NYT Board Members, n=12)
Interlocking Directorates
# of additional boards
0
1
2

(F)

Percent

6

50%

7
2
2

58.33%
16.67%
16.67%

NYTco, n.d.; News Corp, n.d.; Dow Jones, n.d.; Wall Street Journal
Markets. n.d. “News Corp Cl B.” The Wall Street Journal. AccessedMay
1, 2020. https://www.wsj.com/market-data/quotes/NWS/
company-people/executive-profile/29224.
22 Open Secrets. 2020c “Open Secrets: Donor Lookup.” Center for
Responsive Politics. Accessed May 2, 2020.
https://www.opensecrets.org/donor- lookup.
21
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4
Donations to Political Orgs.
Democrats (n=7)
Republicans (n=7)
Non-Partisans (n=7)

1
7
5
2
0

8.33%
58.33%
71.43%
28.57%
0%

WSJ (News Corp. Board Members & WSJ CEO, n=12)
Interlocking Directorates
10 83.33%
# of additional boards
0
2
16.67%
1
2
16.67%
2
2
16.67%
5
2
16.67%
6
1
8.33%
7
1
8.33%
10
1
8.33%
12
1
8.33%
Donations to Political Orgs.
5
41.67%
Democrats (n=5)
2
40%
Republicans (n=5)
2
40%
Non-Partisans (n=5)
1
20%
Notes: Data compiled from NYTco (n.d.), WSJ Markets (n.d.), News Corp. (n.d.), and
“Donor Search” on opensecrets.org (2020c).

To compare the political ideologies of the power elite with the
ideologies represented in the media organizations, All Sides’ Media
Bias Ratings were used to determine the political ideology of each
media source’s opinion and editorial publications.23 These ratings of
media bias are determined using All Sides’ patented, scientific, multipartisan analysis technology and do not reflect the accuracy or
credibility of the source. Media bias ratings of each the NYT and WSJ
were then compared to the political ideologies identified in the power
elite members of each organization to better understand the
connection between elite ideologies and ideologies represented in the
media source
This methodology allows for an analysis of both interlocking
directorate structures and political ideologies between the power elite
and their respective media corporations. However, the study is
limited in the amount of data analyzed as contributions to federal
campaigns is only one method of measuring political activity. Using a
larger time frame of when political donations occurred and
All Sides. 2019. “Media Bias Ratings.” (2019).
https://www.allsides.com/media-bias/media-bias-ratings.
23
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incorporating additional indicators of political ideology (e.g. local
elections, class background, educational background) into data
analysis would create a more accurate understanding of individual
political ideologies. The small sample of news media corporations and
power elites also made it difficult to identify trends in political
ideologies of power elites and news corporations. However, the
findings from this study still provide insight into elite political
ideologies, particularly in the relationship between elite ideologies
and the ideologies that are published through their affiliated news
organizations.
RESULTS
Interlocking Directorates
The analysis of interlocking directorates showed that various
board members of both the NYT and WSJ also serve on the board of
other companies. However, there is a slight difference in the
frequency of this occurrence between the two companies. As
displayed in Table 1., six out of twelve board members of the NYT are
on the boards of other organizations, whereas ten out of the twelve
WSJ board members (New Corp’s board of directors and the Dow
Jones CEO/WSJ publisher) serve on additional boards (NYTco n.d.;
News Corp n.d.; WSJ Markets n.d.). Both of these findings support
Domhoff’s concept of interlocking directorates and social cohesion
among members of the power elite.24 The ten out of twelve power
elites connected to the WSJ demonstrate this particularly well with the
high number of members serving on multiple boards on.
Furthermore, the high number of additional boards that members
serve on, with the highest being twelve, also demonstrates strong
social cohesion among the elite (see Table 2.).
Table 2. List of Interlocking Directorates by Organization
Media Org.

Other Boards Directors Also Serve On

NYT
Chewy, Inc.
Craig Newmark Graduate School of Journalism at CUNY
Fomento Económic Mexicano
Frontdoor, Inc.
24
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GoDaddy, Inc.
GrubHub, Inc.
McDonalds
Mohonk Preserve
Nike
Teladoc, Inc.
WSJ
Afiniti Ltd.
BAE Systems, Inc.
Blackstone Group Management LLC
Blink Health LLC
Boston Properties LP
Boston Properties, Inc. (x2)
Caterpillar Inc.
Credit Suisse Group AG
Dia Art Foundation
Foundation for Excellence in Education
FOX Business Network
Fox Corp (x2)
Fox News Network LLC
Ghetto Film School, Inc.
Center for a New American Security
Harvard Lampoon
International Republican Institute
Kunumi Ai
McCain Institute for International Leadership
Museum of Contemporary Art Sydney
Naya (GP) Ltd.
Nova Entertainment Investments Ltd.
Nova Entertainment Pty Ltd.
REA Group Ltd.
Ruby NewCo LLC
Satmap, Inc.
Sky Global Holdings, Inc.
STAR Group Ltd.
StudentsFirstNY
Suzano Holding SA
Suzano SA
Swim With A Mission, Inc.
Teach for America, Inc.
Tesla, Inc.
The Blackstone Group, Inc.
The Children’s Investment Fund Foundation (UK)
The One Campaign
The Paley Center for Media (x2)
The Partnership for New York City
TrueX, Inc.
Veteran Count
VICE Media LLC
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VINCI SA
Stanford University Brazil Association
Wine Country Music Awards
Winning For Women, Inc.
Yankee Global Enterprises LLC
Yankees Entertainment & Sports Network LLC
Notes: Data compiled from NYTco (n.d.), WSJ Markets (n.d.), and News Corp. (n.d.).

As Domhoff further notes, several studies describe the 15-20% of
board members who sit on two or more boards are referred to as the
“inner circle,” which connects 80-90% of the largest corporations in
the United States.25 Data collected from the WSJ shows that 88.33% of
corporate elites connected to the WSJ can be considered to be a part of
the “inner circle”. These strong social ties may contribute to the
formation of each member’s political ideology and thus, the influence
they have in mass media. However, this paper does not contain the
necessary data that would allow for this analysis. Future research
should seek to further track and analyze this interlocking directorate.
Political Contributions
Data from the analysis of political contributions showed that a
low number of power elites in the identified media organizations
donated to political candidates and organizations. Seven board
members from the NYT and five board members from the WSJ had
data on opensecrets.org covering their political donations from the
2016, 2018, and 2020 election cycles.26 Of the seven members of the
NYT board, two members donated to Republican
candidates/organizations and the other five donated to Democrat
candidates/organizations. WSJ board members displayed a similar
pattern to those associated with the NYT. Of the five WSJ elites who
contributed to campaigns and political organizations, two donated to
Republican candidates/organizations, two donated to Democrat
candidates/organizations, and one donated to a Non-Partisan PAC. A
breakdown of specific candidates and organizations that received
these donations along with their political affiliation can be found in
Table 3. Given these findings, the political elite of the NYT can be
considered to have a leans left political ideology (with 71.43% of
25
26

Domhoff.
Open Secrets. 2020c
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donations going to Democrats) and the WSJ can be considered to have
a center focused political ideology (with 40% of donations going to
Democrats and 40% going to Republicans).
Table 3. List of Donor Recipients from 2016, 2018, and 2020 Election Cycles
Media Org.

Recipient

Political Ideology

NYT (n=7)
Aguilar, Pete
Allred, Collin
Barragan, Nannette
Bennet, Michael
Biden, Joe (2020 Presidential)
Black Economic Alliance (PAC),
Buttigieg, Pete (2020 Presidential)
Campa-Najjar, Ammar
Chevron Corp. (PAC)
Cisneros, Gil
Clinton, Hillary (2016 Presidential)
Congressional Black Congress (PAC)
Congressional Leadership Fund
Fletcher, Lizzie
Hegar, MJ
Jones, Doug
Kopser, Joseph
Lance, Leonard
Lieu, Ted
Malinowski, Tom
O’Rourke, Beto
Off the Sidelines (PAC)
Fair Fight PAC
Porter, Katie
Progressive Change Campaign Cmte
Ramirez, Cristina Tzintzun
Rouda, Harley
Sanchez, Loretta
Sherman, Brad
Young, Tammy

D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
R
D
D
D
R
D
D
D
D
R
R
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D
D

21st Century Fox PAC (FOX PAC ll)
Ayotte, Kelly
Buttigieg, Pete (2020 Presidential)
Citizens for Responsible Energy Solutions (PAC)
Clinton, Hillary (2016 Presidential)
Democratic Senatorial Campaign Cmte
DNC Services Corp
Donnelly, Joe
Franken, Michael
Graham, Lindsey

R
D
R
D
D
D
D
D
R

WSJ (n=5)
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Heitkamp, Heidi
Hickenlooper, John
Manchin, Joe
McCaskill, Claire
Morelle, Joseph
Murphy, Patrick
Nelson, Bill
New Day Independent Media Cmte (SuperPAC)
News Corp PAC
Paul, Ran
Tester, Jon
United Together (Super PAC)
Democratic Parties in 36 Different States*

D
D
D
D
D
D
D
R
R
D
D
D

*All Donations made by a single board member– states include: DE, MA, MN, TX, OK,
ID, IA, MS, NH, PA, MI, ME, NJ, KY, SC, TN, WI, OR, FL, MT, SD, VA, NC, WY, UT,
LA, AK, RI, MO, NV, OH, NM, AR, CO, GA, IN
Notes: Data compiled from “Donor Search” on opensecrest.org (2020c).

Additionally, there are some more interesting findings
surrounding donation recipients of the WSJ that are worth noting. The
most important of these to point out are the News Corp PAC, owner
of Dow Jones and the WSJ, and the 21st Century Fox PAC, News
Corp’s previous sister company.27 These PACs are directly associated
with the company that owns the WSJ, are not affiliated with a political
party, and have donated to both Republicans and Democrats. A
summary of the funding distribution of the News Corp PAC and the
21st Century Fox PAC for the 2016, 2018, and 2020 election cycles can
be found in Table 4. Also of note in the WSJ elite donation recipients is
Kelly Ayotte (R). Further investigation showed that two donations
were made to Ayotte in the 2016 election cycle by Rupert Murdoch,
the media mogul and Chairman of News Corp and Co-Chairman of
Fox Corp.28 This particular donation is interesting given that Ayotte is
also a member of the News Corp board of directors.29 Further
investigation of Ayotte’s political ideology may provide deeper
Open Secrets. 2020a. “21st Century FOX Summary.” Center for
Responsive Politics. Accessed May 2, 2020.
https://www.opensecrets.org/pacs/lookup2.php?strID=C00330019&
cycle=2020; Open Secrets. 2020b. “News Corp Summary.” Center for
Responsive Politics. Accessed May 2, 2020.
https://www.opensecrets.org/pacs/lookup2.php?strID=C00546101.
28 Open Secrets. 2020c.
29 News Corp, n.d.; WSJ Markets, n.d.
27
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insight into how her role on the board shapes the ideologies
represented in the WSJ.
Table 4. Distribution of Funding for News Corp PAC and 21st Century Fox. PAC
PAC

2016

2018

2020

D 39%
R 61%

D 52%
R 48%

D 45%
R 55%

FOX Corp. PAC
News Corp. PAC
D 62%
D 56%
D 61%
R 38%
R 44%
R 39%
Notes: Data Compiled from “21st Century Fox Summary” and “News Corp Summary”
on opensecrets.org (2020a; 2020b).

Elite ideologies in relation to general media ideologies.
Analysis of All Sides’ Media Bias Ratings placed The New York
Times – Opinion in the “left” category and placed The Wall Street
Journal - Opinion in the “leans right” category.30 The left leaning NYT
rating is similar to the ideologies of its board members in that of the
directors who had donated, 71.43%. contributed to
candidates/organizations in support of Democrats.31 The WSJ’s leans
right rating is not as similar to their directors’ ideologies – 40% of
directors who donated contributed to Republican
candidates/organizations, 40% donated to Democrat
candidates/organizations, and 10% donated to Non-Partisan
candidates/organizations. However, The News Corp and 21st Century
Fox PACs suggest that the elites connected to the WSJ may have
somewhat similar ideologies to the newspaper’s opinion and editorial
publications, given the PACs distribution of funding between both
Republicans and Democrats. Two of the News Corp board members
donated to either the News Corp PAC or the 21st Century Fox PAC.
Overall, these results show that elite ideologies may be present in the
opinion and editorial publications of the NYT, but further analysis is
needed to show more conclusive results for the WSJ.

30
31

All Sides.
Open Secrets. 2020c.
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Conclusion
The findings of this study suggest that the political ideologies of
the power elite in media corporations sometimes reflect the ideologies
represented in the affiliated publications. Data gathered from the NYT
suggests that political ideologies of the power elite and the
organization’s opinion and editorial publications both lean
left/Democratic. On the other hand, the WSJ elite ideologies are more
center/mixed than the paper’s opinion and editorial publications
which are rated as leaning right/Republican. Additionally, data
gathered on the interlocking directorates of board members of the
NYT and WSJ support Domhoff’s theory on interlocking directorates.
Further analysis of these interlocking directorate structures may help
explain the political ideologies of the power elite and thus, their
influence in media. Future studies should also consider conducting
qualitative research (such as interviews) with members of the power
elite to gain better insight into their political ideologies. Sociological
research often focuses on the lower end of the social hierarchy but
exploring the upper end of the hierarchy is necessary for
understanding the system as a whole. In the current argumentative
political climate of the United States, it is important to understand
how the political ideologies of the American elite influence (or are
influenced) by the media.
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IDENTITY MANAGEMENT:
TWITTER’S POLICY ON SYNTHETIC AND
MANIPULATED MEDIA
Kenneth A.D. Palattao, Jr.
Creighton University

With the introduction of the internet to the public in the mid1990’s, society gained access to humanity’s immense library of
knowledge and information from the comfort and safety of home.
Alongside the rapid advancements of the “World Wide Web” and
consumer computing, organizations, small-businesses, and citizens
alike utilized the power of the internet to disseminate information to a
global audience. What soon followed was the development of social
media organizations and companies that sought to provide
instantaneous, safe, and free dissemination of information between
individuals and organizations. As a result of the daily advancements
in technology and constantly changing political and social norms,
social media users are in a constant state of worry regarding the safety
of their personal information and the messages broadcasted to them
via other individuals and organizations.
In a world where our information could be leaked in a moment’s
notice, where technology is bridging the gap between imagination
and reality, and where hate and falsified media can target specific
individuals and communities on a global scale, internet users have a
claim against social media organizations to be responsible promoters
of internet conversation and to identify with common societal values.
As such, many of the crises that social media organizations face are
user-generated. The heightened emotional state that social media users
experience due to potential threats to their person and identity from
other users on social media, prompts social media organizations to
enact new policy to reassure users amidst unexpected and uncertain
user-generated issues. Social media platforms utilize their rhetorical
prowess to promote new policies that emphasize the safety of the
user, allow free and truthful global conversations, and establish a
sense of shared identity between the user and social media
organization. Among the public’s newest concerns regarding social
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media is the dissemination of synthetic and falsified media from
deceitful organizations and individuals. In this paper, I discuss the
rhetorical strategies that social media organizations, like Twitter, use
to respond to user-generated crises, quell user fear, and create a
shared identity between user and organization. Further, I explore the
extent of Twitter’s success in following the tenets of the identity
rhetoric genre to create a synthetic and falsified media policy that
bolsters their identity with their users.
When Users Create Crises
In order to understand the rhetorical strategies that social media
organizations utilize to create a shared identity with its users when
confronted with crises, it is important to evaluate the situation that
surrounds a current social media crisis and analyze how social media
organizations have responded to their users. One of many current
social media crises that users have brought forward to social media
platforms is the presence and growing dissemination of synthetic and
falsified media. New technologies have made it easier than ever to
create and publish false messages on social media platforms that can
persuade and harm both individuals and whole communities. These
messages include edited photos, videos, and audio, as well as
deceiving or false distribution of text from a variety of individual or
organizational sources that range in quality and veracity.1
Specifically, in instances of crisis, the public tends to shift focus
from traditional news outlets to social media and places credibility in
sources that may be questionable in origin.2 Examples of false media
that have pushed social media organizations to make change include
terrorists issuing false hazard calls to carry out secondary attacks,
deepfakes to create fake political messages or pornographic content,
and edited audio from Joe Biden’s and Nancy Pelosi’s political
speeches.3 Terrorists have utilized social media to call for help in an
Xialing Lin and Patric R Spence, "Identity on Social Networks as a
Cue: Identity, Retweets, and Credibility," Communication Studies 69,
no. 5 (2018): 2, doi:10.1080/10510974.2018.1489295.
2 Ibid, 2.
3 Bruce R. Lindsay, “Social Media and Disasters: Current Uses, Future
Options and Policy Considerations,” Journal of Current Issues in Media
1
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area outside of the initial attack to injure or kill first responders in an
attempt to exacerbate the impacts of disaster. Artificial intelligence
can now be used to map faces from celebrities and political figures
onto adult film actors or alter a political figure’s voice to distribute
false messages. Falsified media has created a substantial problem for
how the public assesses the credibility of social media organizations
as truthful distributers of current events and has established an
exigency for change in social media policy.4
The Exigency for Social Media Policy Change
As a result of user-generated crises, social media platforms are
continually presented with new issues that need to be solved in a
timely manner so individuals may speak freely, have their privacy
protected, and receive truthful information through their platforms.
The inability of social media organizations to quickly enact policy that
appeals to the user base and allows the organization to maintain
control results in unanticipated and potentially threatening backlash
that could sway the user to other social media platforms and threaten
the credibility of the organization. Organizations want to give people
the power to speak freely, however, to what extent can people speak
freely? Are individuals allowed to say or post anything they want
regardless of its validity? What constitutes something that is
untruthful versus comical and what makes something threatening or
compromises the safety of those online?
Up to this point, the line between conduct and content has been
difficult to differentiate.5 It is now evident that social media platforms
need to answer these questions and implement new policy. Even so,
& Telecommunications 2, no. 4 (2010): 293, http://search.ebscohost.
com.cuhsl.creighton.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db= ufh&AN
=79919807&login.asp&site=ehost-live.
4 Lin and Spence, Identity, Retweets and Credibility, 1.
5 Susanne Kopf, “Content Policies in Social Media Critical Discourse
Studies: The Invisible Hand of Social Media Providers?” Critical
Approaches to Discourse Analysis Across Disciplines 11, no. 1 (2019): 5,
http://search.ebscohost.com.cuhsl.creighton.edu/login.
aspx?direct=true&db= ufh&AN=142017395&login.asp&site=ehostlive.
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organizational rhetors can frame the situation as an unanticipated and
potentially enhancing opportunity. Organizations are presented with
an opportunity to reaffirm their mission statement, reflect their
ideological tendencies to differentiate themselves, and strengthen
their credibility as organizations that listen to and identify with their
users.6 The situation shows that social media policy is not perfect and
is always in the process of reformulation.7
To whom are social media policies tailored?
To create a sense of shared identity in response to this crisis, social
media organizations must speak to a multitude of audiences because
social media is now an important element of interpersonal and mass
communication.8 The primary audience in the situation is the
functional audience composed of users. The users play an active role
in the organization because they promote the platform’s daily
function by posting content, generating advertisement revenue, and
influencing policy. The users took issue with falsified and synthetic
media, called for change, and have a claim against social media
organizations to find a way to fix the issue so they may feel safe using
the platform.
Another audience is the stockholders as an enabling audience.
Rhetoric and policy that allow the users to have an impact on the
organization shows stockholders, who monetarily allow the
organization to operate, that the organization acknowledges the crisis
and can respond in a way that is recognized by the user. The
comfortability of the user increases, helps generate revenue, and
provides the stockholders a return on their investment. A successful
rhetorical response has the potential to target other social media
organizations as normative audiences. Timely and well-designed
rhetoric allow social media organizations to reflect their mission
statement and differentiate themselves from competitors.
Ibid, 9.
Ignacio Siles, “Inventing Twitter: An Iterative Approach to New
Media Development,” International Journal of Communication
(19328036) 7, (2013): 2, http://search.ebscohost.com.cuhsl.
creighton.edu/login.aspx?direct=true&db=ufh&AN=99140339&login.
asp&site=ehost-live.
8 Kopf, “The Invisible Hand,” 1.
6
7
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Organizations can show what must be done not only to appeal to the
user, but to promote a safe and healthy environment for global
conversation at all levels. If an organization’s policy is successful and
is later adopted by other organizations, that platform’s reputation and
credibility will increase as a result of their pioneering of new means of
social networking safety. The many audiences that social media
organizations engage introduces a multitude of constraints and assets
when developing rhetoric and new policy.
Obstacles and Advantages in Creating New Policy
The primary constraint for social media platforms is how they
define manipulated and falsified media and what constitutes a threat
to the safety of individuals and groups on social media. Social media
organizations emphasize an environment where individuals can
speak freely without barriers. However, in order to prioritize the
safety of all users, there must be some limitations to what the users
can say or post. Implementation of policy impacts social media data
while changing and representing social norms.9 As such, it is difficult
for social media organizations to develop policy that allows users to
speak freely and truthfully, but also allow healthy discussion. Further,
in developing a policy on manipulated media, organizations must
clearly lay out all the details for how they are going to police
manipulated media when it arises. Organizations must create clear
guidelines for what constitutes manipulated media and adhere to
those guidelines tightly even if it goes against the values of the
organization or contradicts the values of certain groups. If the
organization contradicts their own policy, the credibility of the
organization and their value system will be at risk.10
Further, social media organizations need to consider the legal
ramifications of their actions when developing new policy. Flagging,
banning, or suspending media based on it being manipulated or
untruthful could potentially lead to lawsuits or backlash towards the
organization. Even so, there are potential assets for the organization in
this situation. The situation develops into a crisis as a result of the
users recognizing the importance of change in policy for their safety.
By listening to the users and developing a successful policy, the
9

Ibid, 7.
Ibid, 9.
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organization increases user satisfaction and safety while also
promoting a greater sense of shared identity. The credibility gained
from past organizational actions carries considerable weight in
swaying the users while developing new and future policies.
Twitter as an Exemplar
To analyze how social media organizations respond to usergenerated crises—specifically falsified and synthetic media—and
create shared identity with their users, I decided to study Twitter.
Twitter was founded in 2006 by cofounders Evan Willams and Noah
Glass as a side project from their start-up podcast company Odeo.11
After Apple’s release of iTunes, engineer Jack Dorsey proposed a
platform where users could share their activities and locations
amongst friends. The growing popularity of Short Message Service
(SMS) served as the groundwork for Twitter’s prototype that was
launched publicly in July of 2006.12 Since its inception in the
innovation-driven Silicon Valley, Twitter has presented itself as a
user-oriented organization. Many of the important innovations that
make Twitter the social media organization it is today are the result of
the interactions between developers and users. Twitter created an
environment where developers act as users and users can act as
developers to participate in the development of features and policy
while expressing shared values and cultural ethos.13 A few of
Twitter’s important early innovations as a result of user feedback are
the use of the @ symbol and the hashtag to link users together.14
Today, Twitter is an open social media platform that allows its
users to blog, network, and collaborate with individuals from all
around the world. Users can post 140-character messages or “tweets”
through the Twitter app or website and like and retweet the messages
of others.15 In addition to connecting Twitter’s 330 million users from
Siles, “An Iterative Approach,” 5.
Ibid, 7.
13 Ibid, 12.
14 Ibid, 13.
15 Virendra Singh Nirban and Aniruddh Agarwal, “Understanding
Sentiment Polarity in User Generated Social Media Discourse,” Amity
Journal of Media & Communications Studies (AJMCS) 5, no. 3 (2016): 172,
11
12
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across the globe, Twitter plays an important role in the dissemination
of organizational messages and current events. As such, Twitter’s
mission is “to give everyone the power to create and share ideas and
information instantly without barriers… [to allow] a free and global
conversation.”16 To promote this global conversation, Twitter
conducts itself as a growing and adapting organization that works to
create a safe online experience for all users. In order to create this
experience, Twitter constantly changes its user policies with feedback
from users and academic sources to prevent circulation of hateful,
deceiving, or false messages and content.
In response to the growing amount of falsified and deceitful
media that is posted online and within their platform, Twitter has
created policy and bolstered their identity with users via the Twitter
Safety Account and blogposts from Twitter’s security team. The
Twitter Safety account posts updates to user policy and issues surveys
that allow the user to impact policy. As the Safety account is an
official account on the platform, users have direct access to verifiable
and trustworthy information from Twitter through their app and
website. This profile is the fastest and easiest link between the user
and Twitter officials when issues arise and responses to the user are
made. This profile utilizes typical 140-character tweets, gifs, videos,
photos, surveys, links to external sites, and other symbolic imagery to
update the public on policy and guide the user to actively participate
in policy creation. These messages serve as easily consumable content
that provide a distinct message to target audiences.17 With regards to
the falsified media issue, tweets recognizing a need for change in
policy and the desire for user feedback began on October 21, 2019.
The blogposts serve as a place for Twitter’s security team to
respond to user feedback and show how they plan to implement new
policy. These blogposts are generally posted as links on the Twitter
Safety account and delve into the details of Twitter’s policy while
http://search.ebscohost.com.cuhsl.creighton.edu/login.aspx?
direct=true&db=ufh&AN=142059115&login.asp&site=ehost-live.
16 “FAQ,” Twitter, April 13, 2020, https://investor.twitterinc.com/
contact/faq/default .aspx.
17 Alina Nechita (Vingan), “Online Brand Awareness. A Case-Study
on Creating Associations and Attachment,” Journal of Media
Research 11, no. 2 (2018): 94, doi:10.24193/jmr.31.7.
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reflecting the user and academic impact on new policy. With the
falsified media issue, these posts have served to update the users on
the progress of the policy, reflect survey results and statistics, and
inform the public about previous policy that Twitter has made with
user feedback in mind. The first blogpost was sent out on November
11, 2019 to ask users to complete a multilingual survey that would
give Twitter a better idea of how the user would like to see changes in
policy to combat the falsified media issue. These artifacts are
particularly useful because they reflect Twitter’s desire to identify
with the concerns of the user amidst this crisis by asking them to
actively participate in the creation of new policy and providing them
with pertinent updates to instill a sense of security.
Twitter and Identity Rhetoric
To analyze how social media organizations create a sense of
shared identity with their users, I analyzed Twitter’s artifacts during
the falsified and synthetic media crisis via generic criticism of their
identity rhetoric. Generic criticism is established upon the principle
that there are recurring rhetorical patterns present across different
rhetorical situations that respond to like needs of different
audiences.18
A rhetorical genre is composed of three distinct elements that
unify to produce a unique artifact: situational requirements,
substantive and stylistic characteristics, and the organizing principle.
Situational requirements deal with how the situation is observed
resulting in specific rhetorical responses. The substantive and stylistic
characteristics are the elements the rhetor uses to respond to the
situational requirements. Substantive characteristics make up the
content of the rhetoric while the stylistic characteristics construct its
form. The organizing principle is the central term that embodies the
situational, substantive, and stylistic elements of a given genre.19
The situational requirements that constitute the use of identity
rhetoric arise when an enhancing or threatening opportunity presents
itself and the organization’s actions are reflective of its core features
and values. The situation promotes the organization to build or
Sonja K. Foss, In Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and Practice,
(Illinois, Waveland Press, 2009), 137.
19 Ibid, 137.
18
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maintain their identity and set themselves apart from other
organizations through their swift response in addition to consistent
rhetorical messages. The substantive strategies of identity rhetoric
regard Stuart Albert and David Whetten’s three components of
organizational identity which emphasize “the central character of the
organization, the claimed distinctiveness of the organization from
other organizations, and a consistency of these elements over time.”20
Through association and differentiation, organizations unify practices
and values that the audience perceives as good with the organization
and demonstrate that they are different from other organizations. 21
The stylistic characteristics of identity artifacts allow organizations to
create a shared identity with their audience and are primarily
associated with an organization’s use of branding through different
visual and verbal elements. 22 The organizing principle of identity
rhetoric is the way in which an organization portrays itself to an
audience. The organization does this by utilizing organizational
image and reputation to create a sense of credibility, align the
organization with societal values, and persuade the audience to accept
the organization’s rhetoric and handling of the situation.
Findings and Analysis of Twitter’s Identity Rhetoric
In developing their response to synthetic and falsified media,
Twitter embodies the central tenets of rhetoric from the identity genre
in their user-oriented tweets and blogposts. Based on my identitycentered generic analysis of Twitter’s artifacts, I found that Twitter
appeals to its audiences, establishes a sense of shared identity, and
quells user fear by strongly adhering to the situational requirements
characteristic of an identity crisis. Further, Twitter exemplifies the
substantive characteristics of association and differentiation, reflects
the stylistic characteristic of branding, and conforms to the organizing
principle of identity rhetoric by demonstrating its multi-faceted image
and reputation.

Mary F. Hoffman and Debra J. Ford, Organizational Rhetoric
Situations and Strategies, (California, SAGE, 2010), 121.
21 Ibid, 124-125.
22 Ibid, 126.
20
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Twitter and the Situational Requirements of the Identity Rhetoric Genre
In response to the synthetic and falsified media crisis, Twitter
strongly adheres to the situational requirements of identity rhetoric by
releasing consistent rhetorical messages, establishing firm deadlines,
and calling upon their prior actions to bolster their development of
policy and subdue user fear and uncertainty. In the handling and
dissemination of messages throughout the synthetic and falsified
media crisis, Twitter utilized their Twitter Safety profile as their
primary means of communication with their diverse user base. This
direct connection to the users allowed Twitter to broadcast rhetorical
messages and updates quickly while also establishing a direct line of
communication between user and developer. Twitter’s usage of the
Twitter Safety profile served to differentiate Twitter from other social
media organizations and mitigate user fear by establishing a verifiable
and easily accessible timeline of Twitter’s actions throughout the
process of policy development. In analyzing Twitter’s response to this
crisis, I found that their initial tweet regarding a need for change in
policy was issued on October 21, 2019. This tweet was sent out to
users very early in the synthetic and falsified media crisis and reflects
to users that Twitter is a very competent and cognizant organization
that is capable of quickly recognizing when a problem arises in the
minds of their users. From this point onwards, users became aware
that Twitter had established synthetic and falsified media as an issue
and depending on Twitter’s handling of the situation, users could
either identify with or dissociate from the values of Twitter.
Dissemination of consistent rhetoric via their Twitter Safety
profile aided Twitter in their development of policy and creation of
shared identity throughout the user-generated crisis. From their initial
tweet, Twitter established a steady timeline of updates and
information for its audiences. After their initial tweet, Twitter sent out
weekly and sometimes daily updates on the policy making process.
These updates showed Twitter users that Twitter is adamant about
tackling the issue as well as maintaining and growing their shared
identity. In addition to regular messages, Twitter also imposed on
itself strict deadlines for policy implementation. In their initial
blogpost, Twitter announced that they would provide a final
announcement at least thirty days before their new policy was
intended to go into effect. This statement provided users another
claim against Twitter to stay true to their word in releasing the policy
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on time. Twitter nearly followed through on this claim and
announced in a tweet on February 11, 2020 that they would release
their new policy on March 5th. Twitter continued to make updates to
the public throughout this twenty-three-day period and adhered to
their deadline releasing the new policy on March 5th. Additionally,
Twitter established and maintained their shared identity with their
users by continuing to post updates to their policy after its
implementation. An example of this is shown in a tweet from April
22, 2020 where Twitter states that they have “removed over 2,230
tweets containing misleading and potentially harmful content…[and
their] automated systems have challenged more than 3.4 million
accounts targeting manipulative discussions around COVID-19.”23
By calling upon their prior successful uses of user feedback to
develop social media policy, Twitter further reaffirmed its shared
identity with its users throughout the duration of the synthetic media
crisis. Within multiple posts, Twitter added links to old blogposts that
relayed how user feedback was utilized to create new policy. By
reflecting their positive prior actions to drive forward new policy,
Twitter was able to minimize backlash from users when creating new
policy. The elements of prior policy that Twitter utilized to promote
their new feedback oriented synthetic and falsified media policy will
be further analyzed in my discussion of Twitter’s reputation.
The Substantive Characteristics of Association and Differentiation
Twitter associates itself with societal values and goals while
differentiating itself from other social media organizations during the
synthetic and falsified media crisis by employing strong word choice
and emphasizing the benefits of user feedback in order to create and
develop a sense of shared identity with its users. In Twitter’s first
tweet regarding the falsified media crisis, Twitter immediately
associated itself with the value of active listening. Twitter stated,
“We're working on a new policy to address synthetic and
manipulated media on Twitter – but first we want to hear from
you.”24 This tweet specifically shows the user that they are different
from other social media organizations in that they want to listen to
Twitter (@TwitterSafety), Twitter, April 26, 2020,
https://twitter.com/TwitterSafety.
24 Twitter, @TwitterSafety.
23
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users before drafting policy and believe that the users should have a
say in developing the platform that they use daily. Further, Twitter is
representing themselves as a calm and level-headed organization that
recognizes that there is a problem at hand but does not want to rush
into policy development behind closed doors and develop a policy
based solely on collected data and ideas from developers. Twitter
further associates with the value of open and active listening by
stating, “As we shape our approach to synthetic and manipulated
media, we think it's critical to consider global perspectives.”25 This
demonstrates that Twitter wants to be considerate to all voices in
order to protect and display the interests of all their users while
promoting a global discussion. Additionally, both tweets emphasize
the assumed “we” not only in the sense of personifying the
organization, but also in joining the users to the organization.
Association with the emotions of the user and the societal values
of truth and responsibility help Twitter to further differentiate itself
from other social media organizations. In a blogpost which contained
the results of their survey, Twitter recognized “the threat that
misleading altered media poses and [that users] want Twitter to do
something about it.”26 This post reflects that Twitter is a responsible
organization. From the results of the survey, Twitter decided that they
will provide users with more information, label content that has been
altered, remove content that is likely to cause harm, and will show
enforcement action towards users who share false media. Twitter
further demonstrates that it is a truthful organization and
differentiates itself from other organizations by recognizing that they
are not a perfect organization. Twitter stated that they “will make
errors along the way” but they are committed to making things right
and want to approach policy with democratic participation in mind.27
This truthfulness further extends to Twitter’s ability to monitor and
police the complexities of hateful conduct on their platform. Twitter
stated that, “We agree that these are difficult areas to get right, so we
Twitter, @Twitter Safety.
Yoel Roth and Ashita Achuthan, “Building Rules in Public: Our
Approach to Synthetic & Manipulated Media,” Twitter (blog),
February 4, 2020, https://blog.twitter.com /en_us/topics/
company/2020/new-approach-to-synthetic-and-manipulatedmedia.html.
27 Ibid.
25
26

233

want to be thoughtful and effective as we expand this rule.”28 To
reflect greater responsibility for the content present on their platform
Twitter has “developed a global working group of outside experts to
help us think about how we should address dehumanizing speech.”29
The Stylistic Characteristic of Branding
The variety of visual and verbal elements that Twitter utilizes in
their tweets on the Twitter Safety profile and blogposts aid in
establishing Twitter as a cohesive brand that identifies with the values
of its users. In order to create a sense of shared identity between
Twitter and the user, Twitter exemplifies many of the characteristic
qualities of a strong brand as explained by Nechita (2018). Twitter,
like many other experienced social media marketers, primarily
utilized simple texts with strong messages to target their audience.30
Due to the 140-character limit of tweets, Twitter had to establish short
and cohesive messages that informed the audience of their intentions
and progress during policy creation. Twitter reaffirmed their brand
and identity with users by creating easily consumable content
bolstered by strong word choice that emphasizes their association
with societal values and distinctiveness from other social media
platforms throughout the crisis. In addition to the precise selection of
words, Twitter also used other means to effectively communicate their
message.
Twitter employed short videos to demonstrate how their policy
would be carried out on the platform. In these videos, Twitter used
many visual elements to inspire confidence in the user and promote a
positive perception of the organization and their new policy. In these
videos, Twitter showed generalized examples of how media that was
flagged or censored due to manipulation would look on the platform.
Off to the side of these examples, Twitter added concise and
informative text to explain the details of the policy. This concise text
was several times larger than the text of the tweets in video. These
statements inspire a sense of confidence and trust in Twitter because
“Updating Our Rules against Hateful Conduct,” Twitter (blog),
March 5, 2020, https://blog.twitter.com/en_us/topics/company/
2019/hatefulconductupdate.html.
29 Twitter, “Updating Our Rules.”
30 Nechita, “Online Brand Awareness,” 94.
28
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Twitter says that they are using outside sources to review the media
and specifically emphasizes the words safety, reputable, and inside
look when users observe manipulated media on the platform. Nechita
(2018) expresses that “static or motion pictures can trigger a better
content, compared to a text post, regardless of the level of the writing”
which aids in establishing a connection between the user and the
brand.31
To inspire a sense of security in their policy and in itself as an
organization, Twitter utilizes colors and symbols in its messages.
Twitter employs colors specifically in their blogposts to bring out
certain feelings in the users. In analyzing the blogposts, I noticed that
in posts where Twitter asked for feedback or reflected on what they
learned from feedback, green was used in the heading and for words
that linked to other pages. Often, green is associated with growth,
harmony, safety, and to “go” or move forward. Twitter likely used
green on these pages to reflect that they are a continually growing
organization that desires to identify with its users through feedback
and create a safe environment for global conversation. On the page
where Twitter announced the details of their new policy, red was
used in the heading and for words that linked to other pages. Red is
often associated with energy, war, emotions, and warning. This may
reflect that Twitter has identified with the emotions of the user and
has put a lot of time and energy into a new policy to end the war of
hateful and false media present on their platform.
Twitter also associates their logo with the symbol of a shield in its
short videos. By using an impactful image like a shield that is
“consistent with the [organization’s] message can help to create brand
identity and establish social connection much faster and longer than
other types of messages.”32 The inherent nature of a shield is to
protect its user. Shields defend their users from harm, attacks from
other individuals, and mitigate the user’s exposure to undesirable
forces. Acting as a shield, Twitter works to defend the voices of its
users while decreasing the amount of hateful of falsified content that
its users face on the platform. This symbol shows users that Twitter is
a safe platform that continually strives to protect the user through its
policies.

31
32

Ibid.
Ibid.
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The Organizing Principle of Identity Rhetoric: Image and Reputation
In order to promote positive change on their platform and link the
identities of the user with Twitter, Twitter portrays itself as an open,
transparent, and dynamic organization and calls upon its prior
successes in developing policy based on user feedback. To create the
image that Twitter is an organization open to all views and voices,
Twitter stated in a blogpost that they are “an open service—[whose]
rules reflect the voice of the people” as a result of their feedbackoriented policies.33 Twitter portrays itself as a dynamic organization
when they state that they are “always updating rules based on how
online behaviors change.”34 Here, Twitter reflects to their audiences
that they recognize the power of social media in our ever-changing
society. Social media, due to the global discussions it fosters daily,
plays a tremendous role in the development and change of social and
political norms. In demonstrating that they recognize their role in
shaping present and future social conduct, Twitter effectively shows
its users that “they continuously evolve to reflect the realities of the
world we operate within” and share the identity and values of the
user.35
In order to speak to their credibility as an organization and lessen
the emotional tension associated with the crisis, Twitter references its
prior successful policies that were driven by user feedback. In a
blogpost, Twitter stated that they have “called for public feedback
previously because [they] want…[the] rules to reflect the voice of the
people who use Twitter.”36 In 2018, Twitter requested feedback
regarding hateful conduct on the platform. In asking for feedback,
Twitter wanted to obtain comments from “a wide range of
perspectives and to hear directly from the different communities and
cultures who use Twitter around the globe.”37 In the two weeks that
they left their survey open, Twitter collected comments from more
Del Harvey, “Help Us Shape Our Approach to Synthetic and
Manipulated Media,” Twitter (blog), November 11, 2019,
https://blog.twitter.com/en_us/topics/company/2019/ synthetic
_manipulated_media_policy_feedback.html.
34 Twitter, @TwitterSafety.
35 Twitter, “Updating Our Rules.”
36 Harvey, Help Us Shape.
37 Twitter, “Updating Our Rules.”
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than 8,000 people from 30 different countries. Twitter utilized this
feedback to change their hateful conduct policy to make its language
clearer, narrow down identifiable groups, and promote more
consistent enforcement of the rules.38
Contribution to Rhetorical Theory
From my analysis of Twitter’s rhetoric as an exemplar of identity
management during a crisis, it is evident that successfully creating
and maintaining a shared identity is the result of a culmination of
significant and interrelated factors. When organizations properly
utilize association, differentiation, branding, image, and reputation,
they can more easily handle the rhetorical situation while
strengthening their shared identity with their audiences. Failure to
appeal to any one of these rhetorical tenets can potentially decrease
the credibility of the organization during the crisis, threaten the
positive perspective of the organization from its audiences, and
damage the once cohesive relationship between organization and
consumer. Twitter’s rhetoric during the falsified and synthetic media
crisis demonstrates many of the subtle aspects of identity rhetoric and
how they intertwine to establish organizational identity.
Organizations that effectively associate themselves with their
audience and differentiate themselves from similar organizations
during a crisis must emphasize open, consistent, and transparent
messages to their audiences while demonstrating the importance of
the user’s feedback. This is especially critical if the organization plays
a role in the development of social norms, communication, or
dissemination of important information. Simple, open, and coherent
messages not only create a brand that audiences want to identify with,
but also demonstrate that an organization recognizes the problem,
takes responsibility and fully discloses its actions in solving the issue,
and will solve the situation in a timely manner. Commonplace
symbols establish fast and long-lasting social connections between the
organization and its audience. Alongside this, displaying past
organizational success during similar crises and using feedback from
users or consumers of the product or service, expresses that the
organization identifies with its audience, cares about societal values,
and wishes to develop and maintain a shared identity.
38

Ibid.
237

Despite the rhetorical findings that I observed in my analysis of
Twitter and their identity rhetoric during the falsified and synthetic
media crisis, there are limitations to my analysis. Firstly, I only
studied one social media organization during this crisis. The synthetic
and falsified media crisis not only impacted Twitter, but also all other
major social media organizations including Instagram and Facebook.
A comparative analysis of the identity rhetoric and strategies
employed by the other social media organizations during this crisis is
necessary to better understand the identity rhetoric and identity
management strategies of social media organizations. Second, in
analyzing how Twitter creates a sense of shared identity amidst crises,
I only analyzed the rhetoric of the falsified media crisis. An
investigation of other identity crises that have impacted Twitter
would further aid in understanding the rhetoric that social media
organizations use and the rhetorical trends they follow during an
identity crisis. Finally, to complete a more encompassing and
thorough analysis of Twitter’s identity rhetoric and explain how
organizations create shared identity during crises, I should have also
analyzed Twitter’s crisis and policy rhetoric. This would have given
more depth to my analysis, provided greater rhetorical concept
connections, and would be a great starting point for future research.
Conclusion
Twitter’s progression and implementation of their manipulated
media policy is successful in fulfilling the characteristics of the
identity rhetoric genre. Twitter like other social media platforms was
presented with an unanticipated and potentially threatening situation
in which they had to reconvey their sense of identity with their users
in order to prevent backlash and maintain their public image and
reputation. Through consistent messages and updates on their Twitter
Safety account, Twitter was able to reflect a desire to listen to the
unique voice of the user and respond to the crisis of manipulated
media in an urgent and quick manner. Twitter reaffirmed its
credibility to its audience by giving a timeline of when the policy was
going to be implemented and delivered the policy on the expected
date—which was announced through their Twitter Safety profile.
Twitter differentiated itself from other social media platforms by
expressing the importance of the unique voices of the users on its
Twitter Safety profile, inviting the users to participate in a
238

multilingual survey, conveying the voices of the audience in its
blogposts, and delivering a time-sensitive finalized policy that
represented the users and trusted academic experts. Twitter’s
reputation as an organization that listens to its users was reaffirmed
by instating another feedback-oriented policy that directly connects to
the positive societal values held by the audience. By associating with
their audience, Twitter created a shared identity with its users and
furthered their brand as a safe and healthy social media platform in
the presence of an unforeseen crisis.
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PANPSYCHISM, NEUTRAL MONISM,
AND THE NEED FOR A NEW SYNTHESIS
Christopher LeWarne
Creighton University

1. Introduction
In recent debate surrounding theory of mind, there seems to be a
significant concern, for some even a disdain, regarding mainstream
physicalism. This is the thesis that the entities described by physics
make up all there is in the world, which is a mainstream view for
good reason. Yet as a result, mind and experience are entirely
reducible to physical processing as well.1 The concern with
physicalism is that it does not seem like we can explain conscious
experience—what it is like to see a forested landscape, or to smell
baked bread, etc.—using just the terms provided through physics.
Experience as we know it has a subjective quality: there is something
that it’s like to have such first-person experiences.2 To use David
Chalmers’ famous formulation, what we have here is the “hard
problem” of consciousness: why should physical processing of the
kind taking place within our brains lead to any subjective experience
at all?3 We can understand quite well the physiology behind how, say,
vision works, but many are convinced that such explanations do not
suffice to explain the rich, subjective quality of the corresponding
visual experience. The cause of such disagreement is called the
explanatory gap—a genuine dissimilarity between what physics
describes and what we all know experience to be like—and it serves
To be sure, there are many nuanced views concerning consciousness
that fall under the umbrella of physicalism, but in order to claim such
a title they all must generally adhere to this description.
2 This phrasing has been made mainstream due to Thomas Nagel. See
Thomas Nagel, “What is it like to be a bat?” Philosophical Review 4
(October 1974): 435-50.
3 David Chalmers, “Facing up to the hard problem of consciousness,”
Journal of Consciousness Studies, 2, no. 3 (1995): 200-219.
1
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as a strong motivation against physicalism and towards other
options.4
Though there are many theories to choose from, in this essay I
will narrow my focus to panpsychism and a similar variant of
Russellian monism called panqualityism. The reason I’m inclined to
explore these options is the same as why one may be disinclined from
accepting mainstream physicalism—the intuition that it would be
very mysterious and seemingly unintelligible for consciousness to
arise from unconscious building blocks. As will be shown later on,
panpsychism provides the most direct and obvious hypothesis
accounting for this intuition, but it runs into what may be
insurmountable problems in the process. In an attempt to counter
these problems while still bridging the explanatory gap,
panqualityism will be evaluated. Recent work by Sam Coleman has
outlined the main motivations of this position, one that he believes
ought to be trusted over panpsychism. Against Coleman’s suggestion,
I will aim to show that panqualityism, too, has serious problems that
require a seemingly unforeseeable explanation, and that we are not
justified in assuming it has more promise than panpsychism.
A brief road map of where we’re headed: in (2) I will outline a few
motivating assumptions that will be used throughout the essay. In (3)
I will describe the best form of panpsychism, and in (4) I will describe
the theory’s biggest challenge as well as explore solutions to it. In (5)
panqualityism will be spelled out, and in (6) I describe its challenges
and potential solutions. In closing, (7) will detail my take on which
problems are worse than others, yet also why a new solution ought to
be in sight.
2. Motivating Assumptions
It will be helpful to state two assumptions that will be held
throughout this essay. These will be briefly argued for here, but not
completely.

Joseph Levine, “Materialism and Qualia: The Explanatory Gap,”
Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 64, no. 4 (October 1983): 354-361.
4
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2.1 Smallism
The first assumption that I will hold is what can be called smallism:
any and all facts about the physical world are determined by facts
about the smallest things in the physical world. When looking for an
explanation of macroscopic phenomena, we need only look to the
microphysical level to provide a complete description. In other words,
to account for all facts about the world, the description begins with
the smallest things (e.g. atoms, electrons, quarks, etc.), and builds up
from there. Note that this does not necessarily require a scientific
thesis about what exactly is the smallest unit of the physical world.
Rather, wherever an explanation is required about physical
phenomena, it is to be found in the physical building blocks of that
phenomena. This thesis may be attractive to anyone with strong
inclinations towards the causal closure of physics, but it does leave us
with an enormous task: all things in the physical world, including
subjective experience—insofar as this can be called physical—must be
accounted for from the smallest things.
2.2 No Brute Emergence-From
Emergence can be defined as the derivation of a phenomenon/
property X from phenomena/properties Y in which X is not present.
There are different degrees to which emergence can occur. The kind of
emergence that I will assume ought to be avoided is that no
phenomena X can be derived unintelligibly, by appeal to a brute fact,
from any bases Y in which the property of X is not present in the
bases Y. In other words, describing how some phenomena can come
about from a state of affairs that lacks that phenomena should make
understandable sense to us. For example, as what could be considered
the standard case, the emergence of liquidity from non-liquid water
molecules can be completely described using the terms of physics.
Most importantly, the description provided—water molecules sliding
past one another and being attracted to one another with enough
force—sensibly describes what liquidity is, with no further
explanation required.
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3. Russellian Panpsychism
Panpsychism is the view that mentality is a fundamental feature
throughout nature. Under this thesis, the fundamental building blocks
of nature—i.e. ultimates—have experience and, hence, are subjects of
experience. Let’s refer to the phenomenal properties of human
experience as macrophenomenal properties of macroexperience.
Under panpsychism, there are also microphenomenal properties,
microexperience, and ultimates existing as microsubjects. In short,
under panpsychism, consciousness pervades the universe: it is a
fundamental feature of the physical world. Let’s evaluate
panpsychism in the context of our motivating assumptions: smallism
and no brute emergence-from.
3.1 Panpsychism and Smallism
Recall: smallism is the thesis that all facts about the physical world are
determined by facts about the smallest things. Panpsychism and
smallism may happily coexist. Macroscopic consciousness, in the case
of conscious individuals like you and I, are what need to be explained.
The explanation, for the panpsychist, is found by looking at the
smallest things: we are conscious because we have brains composed
of physical bits that have consciousness built-in to them.5 Indeed,
smallism is very important for panpsychists: by the fact that
macroscopic phenomena must be explained at the microscopic level,
experience (of a sort) is posited at such lower levels. Some will object
that panpsychism isn’t really a physicalist theory, but the primary
focus of smallism is about explanation of macroscopic phenomena.6

One may object that this explanation begs the question: isn’t
consciousness what we’re trying to explain in the first place? This
objection doesn’t properly understand the position of panpsychism in
the first place. Panpsychism’s claim is that the only way to explain
consciousness at all is for it to be a fundamental posit—for what could
we derive it from?
6 Looming in the background is a distinction between broadly and
narrowly physical entities. This technicality will be omitted for this
essay, but it should be noted that panpsychism is considered a broadly
physicalist thesis.
5
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From what’s been seen so far, panpsychism is well-motivated by such
an assumption.
3.2 Panpsychism and No Brute Emergence-From
As said previously, liquidity emerges from the molecules of water in
an intelligible, conceptually consistent way that makes pleasing sense.
Yet to say that subjective experience can emerge from the nonexperiential cannot—in principle, importantly—be made sense of in
the same way. Even if we were provided a complete description of the
brain, this would still not provide an intelligible explanation for why
experience should exist at all. Back to the original definition of brute
emergence-from: no phenomena X can be derived unintelligibly, by
appeal to a brute fact, from any bases Y in which the phenomena X is
not present. Take X to be subjectival experience and take Y to be the
non-experiential components of the brain. In this case, trivially, X is
not to be found in the bases Y. And there seems to be no way—other
than appealing to a brute fact—to intelligibly explain how experience
should supervene on the non-experiential.7 Any explanation provided
would be nothing short of stating a miracle: just how could a physical
arrangement like the brain lead us to experience as an end product?
Panpsychism avoids this criticism.8 Accepting the thesis, we are to
find experientiality all the way down at the fundamental level. Given
that our brain is made up of physical ultimates (be they atoms,
electrons, … , their true identity is of no importance here), then
subjectival experience, X, is already to be found in the bases Y. In
terms of explaining phenomenal consciousness at the most basic level,
there is no appeal to brute emergence-from.9
We can now see that panpsychism is consistent with our two
motivating assumptions (2.1) and (2.2). This is good reason to move
Appealing to brute facts would take the following form: experience
is derived from the non-experiential brain, because it just does.
8 Any theory that opposes emergentism can be called constitutive. For
completeness’ sake, the version of panpsychism supported here
should be considered constitutive.
9 Those who have done significant work on the Subject Combination
Problem—e.g. Coleman and Chalmers—claim that panpsychism must
appeal to emergence in order to make sense of macrosubjects. This is a
claim that will have to be considered in later sections.
7
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forward with the theory, or at least hold it as a viable option for
explaining the mind. But, of course, this is not to say that
panpsychism passes all troubles with ease. One may object that the
details that really matter when bridging the explanatory gap are in
how the microphenomenal properties combine to yield
macrophenomenal properties. This is the well-known combination
problem, a problem that has plagued panpsychism since its origin.
There are countless subdivisions of the problem, such as the structure
and quality combination problems, the unity problem, and the
boundary problem, not to mention many more.10 All of these
problems need to be satisfactorily addressed in order for panpsychism
to succeed, and such answers to the combination problem are hard to
come by. There is even a further combination problem that I have
failed to mention so far, as it is considered to be especially difficult to
answer—the subject combination problem.
4. The Subject Combination Problem
The subject combination problem can be stated as follows: how can
macrosubjects, like ourselves, be constituted by microsubjects? The
intuition behind the problem was originally and most famously
delivered by William James in The Principles of Psychology:
Where the elemental units are supposed to be
feelings, the case is in no wise altered. Take a
hundred of them, shuffle them and pack them as
close together as you can (whatever that may mean);
still each remains the same feeling it always was, shut
in its own skin, windowless, ignorant of what the
other feelings are and mean. There would be a
hundred-and-first feeling there, if, when a group or
series of such feelings were set up, a consciousness
belonging to the group as such should emerge. And
this 101st feeling would be a totally new fact; the 100
original feelings might, by a curious physical law, be
a signal for its creation, when they came together; but
See Chalmers, “The Combination Problem for Panpsychism,” in
Panpsychism, ed. Godehard Brüntrup and Ludwig Jaskolla (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2016), 179-215, for a nearly complete account
of the combination problem and its many subdivisions.
10
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they would have no substantial identity with it, nor it
with them, and one could never deduce the one from
the others, or (in any intelligible sense) say that they
evolved it.11
The upshot of James’ argument is that there’s no reason to suppose
that microsubjects, in any aggregation or arrangement, should ever
necessitate the existence of a macrosubject. In the same way that a large
room of 100 people does not lead to the production of a single
conscious entity constituted by each person in the room, why should
physical ultimates arranged brain-like do the same? Just what would
such a process look like?
4.1 Current Status of the Problem
The subject combination problem has been bolstered by many in
recent debate, but here I will focus on an argument put forth by Sam
Coleman.12 His argument runs as follows: to be a subject of experience
is to be an experiential entity with a phenomenological viewpoint.
What would it look like for subjects to combine, as indeed they must
for panpsychism to be true? “If micro-subjects combined into macrosubjects, then, what we should anticipate is their coming together
closely enough to interact, thereby modifying their properties, whilst
all the while they survived in the whole they formed.”13 The
formation of the water molecule is a token example of combination:
two atoms of hydrogen and one of oxygen combine as they interact in
ways that modify each atom—each atom completes their outer
electron shell through sharing of electrons—yet the atoms remain
wholly intact all the while. Yet Coleman holds that it is impossible for
subjects, be they on the micro- or macro- level, to fulfill this criterion of
combination. To make the problem worse, Coleman holds that the
fundamental posit of subjectivity must do some explanatory work at
the higher-order level, in the same way that in physics the
William James, The Principles of Psychology (Boston: Henry Holt),
343.
12 Sam Coleman, “The Real Combination Problem: Panpsychism,
Micro-Subjects, and Emergence,” Erkenntnis 79, no. 1 (December
2014): 19-44.
13 Coleman, “The Real Combination Problem,” 31.
11
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fundamental posit of charge directly accounts for the higher-order
phenomenon of magnetism. Panpsychists posit subjectivity as a
fundamental feature of ultimates only so that subjectivity at the
macroscopic level can be explained, namely through some form of
combination. But this, to Coleman, cannot be possible, for subjective
points of view cannot combine: what could it even mean for subjects
to combine like this?
I am not inclined to argue against Coleman here, as I think he is
correct. The subject combination problem has some serious intuitive
pull, and if this problem stands as is, then panpsychism surely fails.
This, of course, is not to say that there haven’t been many attempts at
solving it.
4.2 Is a solution in sight?
In order to provide a satisfying answer to the subject combination
problem, it may seem natural to start by exploring what a subject of
experience might be. Any reasonable answer must admit that subjects
of experience do in fact exist. The most manifest truth of all—the one
indubitable fact—is that experience exists, and for any experience to
exist there must be a subject there to experience it. So we know that a
subject of experience must at least exist, but what else can be said
about it? Perhaps there are different ways to diminish our notion of
“subject” without eliminating it all together. The idea here is that if
we can diminish the notion of “subject,” then perhaps this diminishes
the requirements of combination as well. The more concrete the
macrosubject is, it seems, the harder it will be to derive it from
microsubjects, so diminishing the subject may be just the strategy. Just
this approach is taken by current sympathizers with panpsychism:
Galen Strawson and David Chalmers.
Let us start with Strawson, who rather than attack the subject
combination problem head on focuses on just what a subject of
experience is at all. To Strawson, there are three conceptions of
“subject” that could exist, and one ought to be preferred over the
others.14 There is the thick conception: human beings (and other
conscious creatures), considered as a whole, are subjects of
See Galen Strawson, “The Self,” in The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy
of Mind, ed. Brian P. McLaughlin et al. (Clarendon, 2011), for further
explication of his views and how it relates to his philosophy of mind.
14
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experience. There is also the traditional conception: the subject is some
sort of inner, persisting, mentally propertied entity. Strawson argues
that these two tend to capture almost all common intuitions about
what a subject might be. However, he proposes a third possibility; a
thin conception of the subject is one that does not and cannot exist
without an experience also existing. This conception is motivated by
the conceptual truth that for any experience to exist, there must be a
subject there to experience it. It should be noted too that this thin
conception of the subject is remarkably, well, thin. One does not need
to posit much of anything metaphysical to accompany the thin
subject; we can accept it without claiming that it is persistent, physical
or immaterial, autonomous, etc. All we know is that for any existing
experience, there must be an accompanying subject of experience that
also exists.
Strawson concludes that the thin conception of the subject ought
to be accepted over the others due to reasons of simplicity. I, too,
would say that for reasons of epistemic humility, the thin subject out
to be trusted—when in doubt, we ought to go with the answer that
posits the least, and leaves the least room for mistakes. It can be seen
how the thin notion of the subject is a diminished notion of the
concept. We are not talking about an immaterial soul, or a
metaphysical self that persists over time, or any other metaphysically
spooky entity that may lead us to depart from (2.1) and (2.2). Rather,
we are on firm metaphysical and epistemic grounds when we say that
a subject of experience must exist, for we know that experience exists,
and all we are willing to posit thus far is that this subject—whatever it
amounts to metaphysically—exists only when and for as long as its
corresponding experience exists. So much, then, for the isolated
discussion of what a subject of experience may be. We can now turn
back to the subject combination problem and look to David Chalmers’
discussions of how to solve it.
As mentioned previously, diminishing the notion of the subject is
an intuitive approach to solving the subject combination problem.
Chalmers engages with this idea first when evaluating different
responses to the problem.15 To use Chalmers’ terminology of
“deflating the subject,” he first considers if full eliminativism of
subjects will work. Of course, this would be a rather expedient option
for solving the subject combination problem, but for reasons
15

Chalmers, “The Combination Problem for Panpsychism,” 197-198.
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discussed previously, it is untenable given the obvious existence of
experience and its corresponding subjectival element.
Chalmers’ next option is to deflate the subject past anything that
is metaphysically primitive—past something like a soul, metaphysical
self, or any other persistent entity. A metaphysically primitive subject,
properly defined, is an entity that cannot be constituted by anything
more fundamental—be it a collection of microsubjects or anything else
for that matter. This kind of a subject is something necessarily posited
in ontology to explain our subjectivity as we know it. Denying this
kind of subject lends itself to a constitutive theory in which subjects
are, somehow, created or derived from something else (perhaps
subjects of a lesser kind, like microsubjects or protosubjects). This
strategy of denying a metaphysically primitive subject is certainly not
a new idea, and for anyone partial to panpsychism or Russellian
monist theories in general, it ought to be the strategy. Chalmers notes
that this denial has been attempted by figures such as James and
Mach (in rejecting a “soul” and “ego” with “real unity,” respectively),
and Russell too certainly fits the bill with his introspective denial of a
self and/or mind.16
With Strawson, we’ve already performed this deflation of a
metaphysically primitive subject. The thin conception of the subject,
in contrast with the traditional conception, is not necessarily
metaphysically primitive like that of a soul or self. Recall: positing
that a subject must exist whenever its corresponding experience does
does not posit anything metaphysical about the entity. We are still on
firm metaphysical and epistemic grounds to say that this thin subject
could very well be some kind of composite or derivative entity. At
least so far, then, we are working with a subject that is consistent with
Chalmers’ suggestion of deflating the subject. Now, however, we
ought to consider if such a notion actually provides a solution to the
subject combination problem.
4.3 The Subject Combination Problem Remains
We have deflated our notion of the subject to something very
minimal: the subject exists only when and for as long as its
Leopold Stubenberg, “Neutral Monism and Panpsychism,” in
Panpsychism, ed. Godehard Brüntrup and Ludwig Jaskolla, (New
York: Oxford University Press, 2016), 349-369.
16
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corresponding experience exists. The subject of experience, on the
macroscopic scale, cannot be something metaphysically primitive, for
then we only strengthen the combination problem against it. So we
must be dealing with a subject that is composite or derivative of some
kind. This may seem like a trivial claim for the panpsychist to make: of
course the subject has to be composite/derivative, otherwise what is
the point in having microsubjects in ontology? All of this is just to say
that we are on the right track in properly answering the problem.
But it seems to me that our thin notion of the subject still faces the
subject combination problem in full force, and Chalmers’ suggestion
of deflating the subject is without purpose. We need not be dealing
with a metaphysically primitive subject to still face the problem—so
long as we are dealing with subjectivity at all, and remaining in the
panpsychist world view, the combination problem will remain. We
have the physical ultimates being properly called microsubjects, and
these microsubjects must come together in a way to produce the thin
subject of experience. Where in this picture is the subject combination
problem still not as forceful as ever? We can switch out “thin” in this
scenario with anything you like: metaphysical, persistent, thick or
traditional, and so on. Subjectivity still must be explained by dint of
constitution from the microsubjects, and the subject combination
problem immediately ensues. The only way to avoid the subject
combination problem, as Chalmers hopes to do with a deflated notion
of the subject, is to deflate the subject entirely to full eliminativism.
Then the microsubjects in ontology need not combine into anything
necessarily, and the problem is solved. But this is completely untenable
given the total obviousness of the existence of experience.
To summarize: the subject combination problem is indeed a
serious problem, one that must be addressed in order for
panpsychism to succeed. And even with a severely diminished notion
of the subject, the thin conception, the problem still stands as strong as
ever. No deflation of subjectivity will provide any help in solving it
unless we go all the way to full eliminativism, which is unacceptable.
It is true that in order for panpsychism to succeed, this problem must
be solved, but to some this is not reason to give up on panpsychism
entirely. All problems are unsolved problems before they are given
solutions, and it may be justified to continue efforts on solving them.
Others, however, are not so convinced. Due to the severity of the
subject combination problem, Sam Coleman departs from
panpsychism entirely, arguing that the best promise is found
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elsewhere in the Russellian Monist camp under the guise of neutral
monism.17 This view is a serious departure from panpsychism, where
subjectivity is no longer a fundamental posit in ontology. However, if
Coleman is right about the severity of the subject combination
problem, then this may be the only way to safely proceed. His views,
and argument for neutral monism as a better alternative to
panpsychism, will be considered in the next section.
5. Neutral Monism over Panpsychism?
In his evaluation of panpsychism, Coleman notes two incompatible
intuitions:
(1) Experientiality cannot come from the non-experiential, and
(2) Macro-subjectivity cannot be compositely derived from
micro-subjects.
We’ve seen plenty of reason to think that (1) is true. Yet (2) is a
strong intuition that now needs to be given proper respect.
Panpsychism receives abundant support from (1), but its greatest
downfall is of course (2). Given these intuitions, Coleman departs
from panpsychism and posits a form of neutral monism that he
believes is consistent with both: panqualityism. Keeping (2) at the
forefront, Coleman writes “[w]e should retain qualities in microontology, but deny that they require subjects to experience them.”18
On panqualityism, qualities are the irreducible intrinsic properties that
constitute matter and mind. These qualities are not intrinsically
phenomenal: each quality can exist independent of any subject
experiencing it, and the quality itself is not a subject of experience. But
these qualities are also not themselves physical—hence the neutral
monism19. Coleman is partial to this view at least because there is no
subject combination problem: with no microsubjects posited at the
Sam Coleman, “Panpsychism and Neutral Monism,” in
Panpsychism, ed. Godehard Brüntrup and Ludwig Jaskolla (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2016), 249-283.
18 Coleman, “Panpsychism and Neutral Monism,” 259.
19 Or, at least, they ought not to be considered as such. Coleman
doesn’t seem to directly explain how qualities can ground matter and
mind without being physical. However, if panqualityism claims to be
a form of neutral monism, then it must claim that these qualities are
neither physical nor mental.
17
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micro-level, then there is no need for macrosubjects to be derived
from smaller units of subjectivity. However, this means that any
panqualityist account will have to depart from the intuition (1) which
motivates panpsychism—that experientiality cannot come from the
non-experiential—meaning that subjectivity will have to be explained
in some reductive or functionalizable fashion. What on the
panqualityist account explains subjectivity? Qualities are present at
the fundamental level, and they become what we are aware of when
we have phenomenal properties. For the faculty of awareness itself,
this is where Coleman introduces a higher-order thought theory
(HOTT).
Higher-order theories regarding consciousness maintain that
experientiality can be reductively explained through higher-order
representations. HOTT holds that a phenomenally conscious mental
state is one that is the object of a higher-order thought (HOT).20 A
mental state causes a (generally non-conscious) belief that I have that
mental state. If such a mental state has the kind of character
corresponding to an experience (visual sensation, feeling of discomfort,
etc.), then once it is properly situated to a HOT, we have a sufficient
condition for that state becoming conscious.21 An example seems
necessary to spell this out. I form a belief that I am feeling hungry by
unconsciously noticing my stomach aching and a smell of dinner
cooking from down the hall. With this belief formed, and the added
stipulation that I draw an unconscious inference that these
phenomena correspond to a mental state that I have, then I will
become conscious of my hunger.
An oft-celebrated intuition from HOTT is that a conscious mental
state is one in which the subject is aware of having. From this, I take it
that awareness, as is meant here, can be taken as interchangeable with
any conscious mental state. If I am conscious of being hungry, then I
am aware I am hungry. If I am not conscious of the blind spot in my
This is a very rough sketch of a definition. See David M. Rosenthal,
“Higher-Order Theories of Consciousness,” in The Oxford Handbook of
Philosophy of Mind, ed. Brian P. McLaughlin et. al (Clarendon, 2011).
21 It should be noted that HOTT can be classified as a functional
account for subjectivity. It is by dint of the way that HOTs are
targeted at specific mental states that makes them conscious to a
subject, and it is the emphasis on this relation between HOT and
mental state that makes it functional.
20
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eye, then I am not aware of the visual content that I am hence blind to.
It seems to me that Coleman takes this to be true—in his combination
of panqualityism with HOTT (what he calls HOT-panqualityism), he
writes “consciousness is simply that relation whereby qualities are
brought into subjectival awareness.”22
Yet at this point, it may seem strange to try and include
panqualityism with HOTT. Why not simply take HOTT as our
explanation for consciousness and move on? Coleman thinks that
combining panqualityism with HOTT leads to a much more fruitful
view. With panqualityism, there is purportedly no need for a
reductive explanation of qualities, as is often done by physicalist HOT
theorists. Qualities, hence, are supplied in ontology through
panqualityism, and HOTT can account for how we become aware of
them. Yet, as will be discussed below, there seems to be a peripheral
worry that a higher-order theory can simply reduce anything and
everything to pure physicalism. Mental states are products of the
brain, as are unconsciously formed beliefs, and hence it really is all
just a matter of neurons firing. It is for this reason, I believe, that
Coleman has the hesitation to endorse a purely physicalist HOTT, and
supplement it instead with panqualityism. With this addendum,
qualities, with all of their qualitative feel that we know in experience,
are just there in ontology, supplying HOTT with the contents of each
mental state that can become conscious to a subject.
With the view laid out, we can now look at its downsides.
Panqualityism may provide a fine view concerning the ontology of
qualities and such, but HOT-panqualityism doesn’t seem to offer
much more. The problems with this view will be discussed in the next
section.
6. Problems with HOT-panqualityism
Recall the two intuitions laid out by Coleman in his evaluation of
panpsychism: (1) experientiality cannot come from the nonexperiential and (2) macro-subjectivity cannot be compositely derived
from micro-subjects. It was shown that panpsychism is supported by
(1), but is challenged by (2). HOT-panqualityism faces no such
challenge from (2), but it certainly must answer to (1).

22

Coleman, “The Real Combination Problem,” 41.
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As stated earlier, HOT-panqualityism must functionalize
awareness via appealing to a relation between a HOT and mental
state, and it is exactly this functional-analysis of awareness that
should make anyone who respects the explanatory gap worried. At
the level of intuition, there doesn’t seem to be any reason that the
reduction of mind through the HOT relation should fare any better
against conceivability arguments than a basic physical reductionist
theory. If we didn’t find intuition (1) to be pressing, then we should
have every reason to just accept the standard picture of materialist
physicalism and move on with it. But the fact that we’ve made it this
far means that (1) is important, and the HOT-panqualityist theory
should answer to it all the same.
Chalmers sees this tension as well. Panqualityism, to him, suffers
from a conceivability argument regarding qualitative zombies. This
argument hinges on the quality-awareness gap: qualities never
necessitate awareness of themselves.23 In this zombie world, we have
an exact replicate world of microqualitative and microphysical truths.
This is essentially asking us to imagine the same duplicate world that
most zombie arguments require, but now with a special emphasis on
the replication of the qualities as they are instantiated at the
microphysical level.24 With all this being granted, Chalmers argues
that it is still conceivable that any being in this world could be a
zombie: they could exist without consciousness—hence the qualityawareness gap. Just because all of the qualities are there in the microontology, as well as the same physical structure, it is still conceivable
that this should not necessitate that any being is consciously aware of
those qualities—hence it is conceivable that they should not be
conscious at all. If this is true, then the qualities at the micro-level do
not necessitate consciousness, and constitutive panqualityism must be
false.
Coleman responds directly to this argument in his own defense of
panqualityism. Though, we should be mindful of what kind of
phenomenology Coleman claims the zombies lack in Chalmers’
argument:
David Chalmers, “Panpsychism and Panprotopsychism,” in
Consciousness in the Physical World, ed. Torin Alter and Yujin
Nagasawa (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015), 246-277.
24 In other words, duplicate our world and assume panqualityism is
true.
23
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The anti-HOT panqualityism zombie argument is
thus to operate much like the anti-physicalist zombie
argument—it hangs on a failure to reductively
capture a certain phenomenology. In our case the
missing target is narrower than phenomenology in
general—the target of standard zombies. Chalmers
apparently holds that, in addition to being aware of
sensory qualities, we’re aware of our awareness of
sensory qualities. This further object of awareness—
awareness itself—comes with its own patch of
phenomenology: a qualitative feel. It’s this feel which
our HOT-panqualitative duplicates are alleged
conceivably to lack.25
Coleman is here claiming that the qualitative zombies lack the
phenomenology that is awareness of awareness. It seems to me
that this is a mistake that misses Chalmers point, but more on
this in a moment. The objection against panqualityism from
Chalmers is (seemingly) solved for Coleman by denying that
we have this awareness of awareness. To spell this out,
Coleman cleverly uses the analogy of a camera shooting a
television scene: being aware of awareness would be “akin to
the camera appearing in the periphery of every shot of a
television show.” There seems to be no reason to think that
we should be aware of awareness, but even if there were,
introspectively it does not seem to be the case that we are.
Though I do agree with the assessment that awareness
may be without phenomenology of awareness, it seems that
this response entirely misses the point. Awareness of
awareness is not, it seems to me, at all relevant to the zombie
argument put forth here. The qualitative zombies described in
Chalmers’ argument are beings in a panqualityist world—one
with (assuming the truth of panqualityism) the qualitative
and microphysical truths of our very own. However, it is
conceivable that this, and this alone, does not necessitate
awareness of those qualities. Nowhere in the argument does
there figure awareness of awareness of those qualities.
Sam Coleman, “Panpsychism and Neutral Monism,” in
Panpsychism, ed. Godehard Brüntrup and Ludwig Jaskolla (New York:
Oxford University Press, 2016), 270.
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Coleman writes that Chalmers’ argument “doesn’t seem
directly to concern the irreducibility of awareness as such,”
but that instead it is concerned with a phenomenal
complement of awareness.26 Yet, as shown above, it certainly
does. In fact, this is the thrust of the quality-awareness gap—
there is no reason to think that the presence of qualities
necessitates awareness of them by a subject, meaning that
awareness itself must come from elsewhere. But this brings us
back to (1): if experientiality, consciousness, phenomenality,
awareness, whichever you prefer, cannot come from that
which it lacks, then the irreducibility of that faculty is the
central point at hand.27 Coleman’s analogy of the camera in
the television scene does well to avoid any objection
regarding awareness of awareness, but it does not respond to
the thrust of the qualitative zombie argument. Hence
qualitative zombies are indeed conceivable, in the same way
that physicalist zombies are, and the quality-awareness gap is
still as robust as ever.
7. How to Actually Make Up One’s Mind between Panpsychism and
Neutral Monism
So perhaps panqualityism—even with its HOTT counterpart—isn’t as
promising as once hoped. If we do really respect the explanatory gap,
and require that in any good theory experience cannot come about
from brute emergence (2.2), then any attempt at functionalizing
awareness, experience, subjectivity, … , should be taken with extreme
skepticism.
The greatest upshot from our discussion of panqualityism (and I
think this can be said of neutral monism as a whole) is that, if we
accept the motivating assumptions of neutral monism, then we may
as well just be physicalists through and through. Again, if we want to
avoid brute emergence, and avoid appealing to an explanation that is
entirely unintelligible to us, then what good does positing qualities at
the ontology do? Subjectivity—awareness of these qualities—still
Sam Coleman, “Panpsychism and Neutral Monism,” 278.
Recall that HOTT (and Coleman) claim that a conscious mental state
can be defined as one that a subject is aware of being in, allowing for
the usage of consciousness and awareness to be interchangeable.
26
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hasn’t been explained, and it must be explained in an intelligible way.
The only reason we went down this road in the first place was to
explain our capacity for consciousness, both metaphysically and
epistemologically. If this capacity is still suspect under panqualityism,
then what is there to gain in the theory? If we still must appeal to
some kind of brute emergence, then we may as well just forget about
intrinsic natures and be hardcore physicalists. After all, it is the
mainstream, and some are willing to accept that the explanatory gap
really isn’t so daunting.
This discussion has brought us through panpsychism and
panqualityism, showing both their promises and perils. Panpsychism
suffers from the subject combination problem, a terrible problem
indeed. And panqualityism suffers from an appeal to brute emergence
through a functionalizable account of subjectivity. I could simply stop
here and say that both sides have their problems and perhaps we
should move on. Though, of course, every decent view is not without
its drawbacks. While accepting the subject combination problem in its
most daunting form, panpsychism seems the stronger theory than
panqualityism. Again, we ought to remember the reason we strayed
from mainstream physicalism in the first place. If you and I find the
hard problem of consciousness a serious one—that we can’t conceive
of why there should be experience at all from that which lacks—then
panqualityism doesn’t seem to offer any solace. Yes, panpsychism is
going to have to do some major work to make sense of the subject
combination problem, and maybe it never will be able to provide
satisfying answers to it. But as mentioned before, all solved problems
were at once unsolved, and the fact that we have not yet seen an
adequate response to the combination problem as a whole does not
necessitate abandoning panpsychism outright.
8. Conclusion
In this essay, I have outlined the major motivations and drawbacks of
two variants in Russellian theory of mind: panpsychism and
panqualityism. Both of these theories draw on Russell’s insight of the
structuralism of physics, leaving the intrinsic nature of the physical
open to creative possibilities. Panpsychism does well to avoid any
appeal to brute emergence-from regarding experience, while suffering
from the subject combination problem. Panqualityism has its
advantage of avoiding said problem, but has its drawback from
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appealing to brute emergence-from. In light of this dilemma, if a
choice must be made, I would side with panpsychism. That is not to
say, however, that I am fully satisfied with the theory. The subject
combination problem has been around for a long time, and no
satisfying answers have been given to it. What this means then is that
a new synthesis within Russellian monism may be called for. This
may be done by taking the best parts of each view and disposing of
the bad, or building a new theory from the ground up. This project,
however, is one for further research.
One last closing thought: it has hopefully been shown throughout
this essay that ideas like panpsychism may not be as far-fetched as
one initially thinks. There are very good theoretical reasons to think
that physical ultimates may have experience, many of which stem
from the long-time problems of physicalism. Furthermore, one may
consider what would change about the world around them if
panpsychism were true. Would chairs and lamps suddenly jump to life
and communicate with you? Of course not. Indeed, it doesn’t seem
that anything would change at all—which is perhaps the true sign
that a theory isn’t so crazy after all.
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